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ABSTRACT

The year of 2020 revealed many things about the fragility of socially constructed
institutions and the public trust which grants such entities legitimacy, which is perhaps
what reinvigorated social discourse surrounding the existential threat posed by climate
change. Amid a pandemic, Americans watched wildfires engulf much of the west coast,
environmental regulations unravel in the hands of the Trump administration, and Wall
Street begin trading futures contracts on the U.S.’s water supply. Given the everexpanding record of environmental travesties, how are citizens to respond, and from
where should they derive their inspiration for response?
This thesis answers the above question by examining how different approaches to
environmental rhetoric both contribute to and detract from the goal of fostering more
individual and community-based responsibility for the enormous project of mitigating
global warming and the resultant climate change.
By dividing the thesis into three primary sections, I address how environmental scholars,
artists, and writers have contributed to an ongoing study of how best to impart a sense of
responsibility on behalf of the reader to understand their relationship to the environment.
The first chapter examines the genesis of the term “climate change,” and its public
reception. I suggest that a collective sense of denial rooted in complex psychological
constructs, and an inexhaustible belief in the founding narrative myths of the U.S. impede
meaningful commitments to mitigating anthropocentric warming. The second chapter
observes individual writers’ interactions with the natural world through works of
nonfiction, poetry, and sculpture, assessing the content for its successes and limitations in
stirring audiences to imagine their own environmental experiences into a rhetorical text.
The concluding chapter addresses climate fatalism (ecofatalism)—the cynical acceptance
of unavoidable ecological suffering—as a response to society’s inability to meaningfully
address global warming before further irreversible feedback loops are triggered. In this
concluding section, I also explore the role of memory and its function in both bonding
and eroding a sense of communal solidarity around the places we call “home.”
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INTRODUCTION
As the stone which has been kicked by generations of clowns may come by curious little
links of effect under the eyes of a scholar, through whose labors it may at last fix the date
of invasions and unlock religions, so a bit of ink and paper which has long been an
innocent wrapping or stop gap may at last be laid open under the one pair of eyes which
have knowledge enough to turn it into the opening of a catastrophe. To Uriel watching
the progress of planetary history from the sun, the one result would be just as much of a
coincidence as the other.
-George Eliot, Middlemarch

For the longest time, I did not know how to start writing this essay. If you have
ever broken something—perhaps a relished family heirloom—as a small child, or have
had to deliver severely disappointing news to someone who is unexpecting it, then I
suppose you will have experienced the fraction of dread I maintain while staring down
the white glint of the computer screen before me. Over the past year and a half, I have
read a trove of environmental literature regarding the imminent threat of climate change
brought about by exponential growth in global warming with hopes of adding an iota of
insight to the copious academic prose addressing the issue.
“Imminent” isn’t really the right word to describe the threat, as it portends a
future that is not so distant. In fact, using the word imminent only reinforces one of the
arguments I advance in this project, mainly that the language we (individuals, media, the
cultural milieu) adopt to conceptualize the catastrophe of climate change determines how
we meaningfully address the issue. Climate change is not a threat of imminence but of
immediacy, and I suspect there will be numerous times throughout this project where I
will stop mid-sentence to administer similar semantic corrections. To get the language
right the first time would undermine my sentiment that we reflexively reach for the most
accessible language available to our memory. The problem with language most accessible
1

to our memory is that it is fraught with superimposed narratives that distort and
recontextualize our relations to the phenomenon itself.
My choice of the word imminent probably derives from a variety of intrinsic and
extrinsic influences. As I stated in the first sentence of the introduction, my reluctance to
begin this project is the result of a deep love of humanity and the natural world, an
emotion that encourages reassurance and belief in its continuity. To inspire reassurance
and belief in continuity, I gravitate toward words that convey the ability to make
provisional adjustments within circumstantial reality more palatable. Most people do this.
It is natural to want, for basic biological imperatives, to preserve your species. The word
“imminent” hints of extenuation between the actions, or lack thereof, between “today”
and “tomorrow.” The word suggests we have time to postpone or, at the very least, enjoy
the present before we make necessary changes and sacrifices to ameliorate the threat. The
last decade in climate change advocacy has produced an even more deafening, and thus
debilitating, silence than the mumblings of climate revolution in the 80s and 90s.
Contradicting silence and malapropisms are statistics widely available for anyone
interested in charting the regressive progression of increased carbon releases, temperature
changes, sea level rise, glacial and permafrost melt, crop failure, deforestation,
desertification, and forced migration. I will briefly outline them because their data-driven
truths sound a call for alarm, and more importantly, action.

Here is what we know:
•

Global crop failure occurs between a 1.5-2°C increase.1
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This small increase in temperature triggers irreversible feedback loops, the
consequences of which we see today playing out on our television screens and
social media articles. As of 2018, the scientific community’s consensus is that it is
improbable we can stay below 2°C by the end of the century. As the National
Aeronautics Space Administration’s (NASA) interpretations of the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) report’s findings indicate,
“At 1.5°C, 14 percent of the Earth’s population will be exposed to severe
heatwaves at least once every five years.”2 Additionally, nearly one-fifth of
humans live in regions that have already experienced warming greater than 1.5°C.
Most tragically, those exposed to the greatest climate-related risks live in lower
latitudes and comprise the world’s most economically disadvantaged people and
communities.
The world’s forests, once championed as crucial in all environmental
sustainability campaigns, will begin to emit more carbon dioxide than they
absorb, a result of heavy deforestation trends which leave behind the roots, trunks,
and leaves to decay and rejoin the atmosphere as CO2 . Greenland’s largest
outflow glacier, Jakobshavn Isbrae, has thinned 49 feet annually since 1997. Its
speed of flow has recently doubled, a consequence of international recordbreaking temperatures. Without the Greenland ice sheet, scientists expect sea
levels to rise by twenty feet. This number does not even consider the 10-12-foot
rise predicted by National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA)
scientists as a byproduct of carbon emissions.

3

•

Billions die at 3°C (5.4°F) increase.3
The scientific community expects drought in some countries to last an
average of ten months. Beyond the bounds of 2° increases, mass starvations are a
near guarantee. The death of entire ecosystems, like that of the Amazon, will
become commonplace. Warmer seas cannot absorb CO2 as efficiently as in their
cooler pasts, and the vast stores of carbon in the soil, released by the effects of
warming, will cultivate more bacteria and accelerate carbon’s decomposition
process, thus enabling its quickened release into the atmosphere. Writing for
Columbia University’s Earth Institute, Renee Cho reports that “the Earth’s soils
contain about 2,500 gigatons of carbon—that’s more than three times the amount
of carbon in the atmosphere and four times the amount stored in all living plants
and animals.”4 Over half of Earth’s fertile landmass is used for agricultural
production, and its use has released 50 to 70 percent of the dormant carbon that
now comprises a quarter of all the manmade greenhouse gas emissions warming
the planet. If our modes of production and consumption remain consistent,
atmospheric concentrations of carbon will continue to exceed the scientifically
recommended level of 350 ppm (parts per million). We are currently at 414.7
ppm, the highest level in human history, according to scientists at the Mauna Loa
Observatory in Hawaii, which began compiling data on atmospheric change in the
1950s. Scientists of the Potsdam Institute for Climate Impact Research in
Germany, commissioned by the World Bank, caution that even if all of the leaders
of the international community adhered to their performative acts and symbolic
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gestures of mitigating climate change—actualizing the role of concerned global
citizens—the trajectory still suggests a minimum of 3°C of warming.

•

Most humans are dead at 4° C (7.2° F). 5
The last time earth was this warm occurred 15 million years ago in the
Miocene. Conservative modeling designates the earth reaching this catastrophic
level around 2100. Rising seas and barren land, especially in the equatorial Global
South and Global East, will cause mass migrations. However, agricultural
modeling is difficult, given the many interdependent and unforeseen scenarios
that could unfold. A set of new climate models, to be published in 2021, suggest
climate is far more sensitive to temperature changes than previously suspected. At
this level of warming, all coral reefs will have experienced bleaching, which will
drastically affect marine organisms, both large and small. Drawing from the
Potsdam report, Brad Plumer of The Washington Post, writes “there has not been
a study published in the scientific literature on the full ecological, human, and
economic consequences of a collapse of coral reef ecosystems.” 6 The new study
predicts that the death of collapsed coral reefs will initiate an irreversible loss of
biodiversity— that is, the genes, species, communities, and ecosystems that
comprise what American journalist Elizabeth Kolbert has deemed “the sixth
extinction,” the first of the five extinctions not to be caused by the progression of
geologic timescales.

•

Earth is completely uninhabitable at 6° C.
5

We’re heading for temperature increase of 1.5° C by 2025, 2° C by 2035, and 46°C by 2075.

When you finish reading my synopsis of the apocalypse awaiting us, I’d wager
your thoughts on the ineffable magnitude of the situation limit you to a few images and
words. Maybe you have no words at all. I often find myself without words.

The Problem with What We Know
At the Carnegie Museum of Art in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania I once went to an
exhibit called “We Are Nature, Living in the Anthropocene,” an interactive exhibit about
anthropogenic climate change. Toward the end of the exhibit stood several massive ballot
boxes that compelled visitors to cast a vote summarizing their experience.

Figure 1: Exhibit at “We Are Nature, Living in the Anthropocene.”
(Photography by Emma Giering, 2018)
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Clear Plexiglass allowed onlookers to observe the neon sticky notes contained within,
each note representing a “vote” cast by the exhibit’s visitors. Viewers were expected to
cast votes for whichever sticky note most resonated with the emotion the other exhibits
elicited (one such display allowed the participant to sign a guestbook for the Great
Barrier Reef’s funeral). There were nine reactions in total, each expressing sentiments
similar to Facebook’s reaction emojis. You could feel “empowered,” “motivated,”
“curious,” “depressed,” “angry,” “guilty,” “denial,” “disbelief,” and “not concerned.” I
can recall looking at the exhibit and, somewhat shocked, wondering how people could
express such different reactions to the same stimuli. At that moment, I discovered how so
many extrinsic and customizable ideologies and memories could collide with the
language we use to contextualize our very real shared realities. Though I did not know it
at the time, I was already developing an awareness of the possibility that divergent
emotional reactions to the same stimulus contradict what contemporary rhetorician Dana
Cloud calls “rhetorical reality.” Rhetorical reality posits “the idea that communicators can
bring knowledge from particular perspectives and experiences into the domain of
common sense and that we can evaluate truth claims in public culture on the basis of
whether they exhibit fidelity to the experiences and interests of the people they claim to
describe and represent.”7 This definition of a rhetorical reality is difficult to apply in
situations like that of the museum exhibit above, where the affect of random samples of
the population constitutes such a diverse reaction to understanding the effects of climate
change. The reason I’m so enamored with this exhibit is because it captures the major
conflict I intend to address throughout the thesis: how can the immediate need to address
climate change collectively be most effectively communicated to a citizenry possessed of
7

such different social orientations and ideologies? With such a divergence in the cognitive
assessment of the threat of climate change, how will it be possible to mobilize people to
dismantle an economic system whose very infrastructure accelerates our collective
demise?
I can’t promise this text will exceed the substantial contributions of the many
credible discussions taking place across the globe among equally concerned writers of
various disciplines. What I can promise is a sampling of divergent rhetorical approaches
and an examination of how those approaches have succeeded or failed to convince others
that the threat of climate change is not imminent but immediate. In doing so I will
investigate the persuasive efficacy of several different rhetorical strategies, examine how
cultural narratives and disinformation undermine scientific evidence, and advocate for
those rhetorical methods that seem most promising in their efforts to galvanize collective
action. In doing so, I hope to convince readers and concerned activists that it is not too
late to prevent catastrophe, but that to do so all of us must find a rhetorical lingua franca
that can unite ideological divergences and translate them into common purpose.
To accomplish these goals, I have broken my inquiry into three primary sections,
which I call meditative essays. For the purposes of this project, meditative essays
function as individual essays that share some common associations and methodologies
but are primarily concerned with different approaches to understanding the same
question. The word “understanding”—rather than a word like “answer”— in the previous
sentence is important to note. One of the many etymological roots of the word comes
from Old English’s understandan, literally translated as “to stand in the midst of.” When I
first began reading for this thesis, my primary advisor suggested that I approach the texts
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as if they were parlor guests and I a stranger who happened upon their informal
colloquium. She had suggested I meander aimlessly through the parlor, eavesdropping on
conversations, assessing and determining which exchanges were worth inserting myself
in, which ones were persuasive, which ones were of little substance, and which ones had
nothing new to say. And so, I stood in the midst of these parlor salons, trying my best to
renounce my isolated default positions and strike-up a conversation with, say, John Muir.
This method of writing is best understood as an attempt to recount the conversations I
have had with these important texts, which span a variety of genres, including nonfiction,
fiction, academic articles, and documentaries.
Essay, or chapter 1 if you will, tries to uncover how the term “climate change”
became as divisive as other political buzzwords such as “abortion” or “gun control.” By
analyzing systemic failures on behalf of private industries, media outlets, and
government, I suggest how rhetorical framing has been weaponized in such a way so as
to create what I call “manufactured dissent,” a play on Chomsky’s famous idea of
“manufactured consent.”8 Where Chomsky is concerned with media functioning as a tool
of propaganda, constituting “effective and powerful ideological institutions that carry out
a system-supportive propaganda function by reliance on market forces, internalized
assumptions, and self-censorship without overt coercion,” I am concerned Chomsky’s
position has been hijacked by the far-right to undermine confidence and deny legitimacy
to media sources, political institutions, and the “academic elite” who underwrite so much
of the public policy society relies upon to function. In the midst of this credibility crisis,
denialism has become a viable response to the unsettling news of our vulnerable planet.
In this chapter, I assess the existing frames circulating around ecological terminology that
9

undermine the environmental movement’s ability to communicate the urgency necessary
to mobilize against the existential threat of climate change.
Essay 2 transitions away from rhetorical concerns and resituates itself within the
canon of nature writing. This section examines the function of artistic representation in
consciousness- raising with the intent to mitigate and correct anthropocentric climate
change. I place emphasis on the need to avoid romanticizing nature as an “escape” or
merely a place for self-renewal. While nature can provide both, the reduction of the
natural world to its human utility is precisely what I critique in some contemporary nature
writing. In this chapter, I also examine how particular artists and movements apply their
artistic skills to initiate conversations and, in many cases, actually implement change.
My third and final meditation concerns itself with place-based narratives that
explore how environmental degradation parallels the erosion of communal memory, the
vital shared experiences that make regions, or the places we call “home,” intrinsically
special to those who inhabit them. I consider both the writings of authors who are
documenting the loss of these sacred places and creatures as well as those whose writing
serves to reinforce these unseen bonds by observing just how integral familiarity with
local ecology is to the health of both individuals and communities.

10

CHAPTER 1
Most of us are secure that the cultural game is the truth. The unshakeable, durable truth.
We never realize the artifacts that make symbolic life believable, the flimsy stuff out of
which we draw conviction and self-aggrandizement. The real world is simply too terrible
to admit. It tells man he is a small trembling animal who will someday decay and die.
Culture changes all of this, makes man seem important, vital to the universe, immortal in
some ways. Having such great motivation to pursue this flimsy “good” of cultural
importance, man mistakenly brings more evil into the world than organisms could ever
do merely by exercising their digestive tracks.

Ernest Becker, The Denial of Death

When Americans hear the term climate change in the 21st Century, they likely
locate the term’s origins in a relatively contemporary setting, perhaps in the 1960s when
scientists had enough evidence to demonstrate the warming effect of carbon dioxide gas,
or in 1962 when Rachel Carson released Silent Spring, or in December of 1970 when
President Nixon signed into law the Clean Air and Clean Water acts. And, unfortunately,
many people likely hear the term climate change and think of a contrived partisan hoax to
wrest power from private businesses whose reliance on nonrenewable energy sustains the
entire materials economy and even the financial and knowledge economies as these
depend on the material resources of computers, cloud storage, and storage facilities. The
truth is, societal discussions and hypotheses about climate change have been with us
since recorded history. Aristotle’s pupil and eventual successor Theophrastus (371 BC),
for example, first introduced the idea that draining marshes makes a region more
susceptible to freezing, and also hypothesized that deforestation led to warmer regions
due to the eradication of the forest canopy’s cooling effect.9

11

Below is a condensed, and by no means complete, timeline of the development of
what we would today call climate change:

•

(1760) Horace Benedict de Saussure used a heliothermometer to demonstrate a
replica of what would later become known as the greenhouse effect.

•

(1768-1830) Joseph Fourier, a former scientific counsel to Napoleon, proposed
the first iteration of the greenhouse effect. He was intrigued by the relative
warmth of the planet given its distance from the sun, and thus concluded that
there must be other sources supplying the planet’s heat. Using the experiment
conducted by de Saussure to inform his inquiry, Fourier concluded that much like
the glass panes of the heliothermometer, gases trapped in the atmosphere could
likewise form a barrier.

•

(1856) Just as instrumental temperature recording began, Eunice Foote, a New
York-based scientist, discovered CO2 and water vapor were heat-trapping gases.
Foote used sunlight to observe its interaction with gases mixed in glass tubes. In a
paper submitted to the American Journal of Science and Arts titled,
“Circumstances Affecting the Heat of the Sun’s Rays’,” she wrote: “The highest
effect of the sun’s rays I have found to be in carbonic acid gas. An atmosphere of
that gas would give to our earth a high temperature.”

•

(1820-1893) John Tyndall independently verifies Foote’s findings. There is no
clear biographical consensus of Tyndall’s awareness of Foote’s research, or of
Tyndall attempting to replicate Foote’s experimentation. Where Foote used
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sunlight to study its effect on carbon, Tyndall used an infra-red heating source.
Thus, they arrived at the same conclusion via different methodologies.
•

(1850) Though Foote and Tyndall’s findings could not offer an explanation for
massive discrepancies in the geological timescale, Swedish scientist Svante
Arrhenius (1859-1927) furthered the work of Foote and Tyndall by hypothesizing
that the more carbon that entered the atmosphere, the warmer the planet. At this
point in time, the Clausius-Clapeyron relation established that warmer air can
hold more water vapor (approximately 7 percent more per one degree of
warming.) After discovering that carbon dioxide, compounded with higher water
vapor retention, moderated temperature, Arrhenius calculated how fluctuations in
global CO2 concentrations could drastically alter climate.

•

(1931) Though Arrhenius’ findings were a scientific breakthrough in humanity’s
understanding of climate science, skepticism on behalf of his successors
discredited, and thus impeded, further developments in climate studies until the
early 20th century. In 1931, American physicist E.O. Hulburt replicated
Arrhenius’ findings, this time accounting for warmer air’s expanded carrying
capacity of water vapor. He arrived at results one-degree fewer than what
Arrhenius’ calculations produced. Due to the challenge of communicating
scientific discoveries given the era, the findings were overlooked for several
years.

•

(1898-1964) Guy Callendar, a hobbyist meteorologist, inadvertently corroborated
Hulbert’s findings when he observed a trend of warming in past meteorological
records. Callendar simultaneously found that the concentration of CO2 had risen
13

by ten percent, which he attributed—like his predecessors Hulburt and
Arrhenius—to a rise in global temperature. Unfortunately, due to a lack in
scientific precedent, this research faced scrutiny. To justify scrutiny, many
scholars drew attention to their supposition that the oceans would absorb the
excesses of CO2 , but Callendar correctly predicted that the surface layers of the
oceans, the ones which interact with the atmosphere, would not.
•

(1945) One of the major beneficial relics of World War II was the wealth of
information collected during accelerated wartime technological engineering,
which scientists in the post-war decades used to further analyze the climate. In
their oceanographic studies at the Scripps Institution of Oceanography, Roger
Revelle and Eduard Seuss determined that the chemical components needed to
keep the ocean’s waters alkaline created limitations regarding how much carbon
oceans could contain. CO2 decarbonizes when deep and shallow water
intermingle, a process that takes place over thousands of years. Prior to the
Industrial Revolution, anthropocentric carbon dioxide emissions did not burden
the capacity of the oceans to metabolize it, but as our civilizations evolved and
expanded, the cultivation and consumption of nonrenewable resources did as well.

•

(1955) By the 1950s, Dr. Charles Keeling, funded by Revelle and Suess, produced
high-accuracy measurements of atmospheric CO2 concentration. Because these
measurements were so precise, scientists could now distinguish between fossil
fuel emissions and natural annual cycles of the biosphere.

14

•

(1967) Syukuro Manabe, born in 1931 and presently teaching at Princeton, and
Richard Wetherald, a colleague of Manabe at Princeton who passed away in 2011,
created the first computer modeling of the whole planet’s climate in 1967. During
this time, they also discovered that, through convection, heat transfers kept the
planet’s climate relatively stable…at least with the then current level of carbon
emissions.

•

(1970-1990) The data collected up until this moment was mostly the work of a
handful of scientists. Many scientists remained skeptical, perhaps rightfully so,
and pointed to unexplained gaps and discrepancies in their colleagues’
projections. Much of this skepticism had to do with an unrealistic expectation of
current CO2 emissions’ stasis as the decades progressed. Climate research
persisted, nonetheless. The 70s and 80s led to the identification of equally noxious
pollutants like aerosols and methane, and climate modeling progressed in tandem
with new discoveries—like the role ice core sampling played in cultivating our
understanding of feedback loops, or “when outputs of a system are routed back as
inputs as part of a chain of cause-and-effect that forms a circuit or loop.”10

•

(1988) The late 1980s saw an uptick in earnest concern for the now realized
consequences of global warming. The International Panel of Climate Change
(IPCC), an extension of the United Nations, established itself in 1988 in order to
“stabilize greenhouse gas concentrations in the atmosphere at a level that would
prevent dangerous anthropogenic interference with the climate system.”11 The
panel’s reports are widely regarded as the definitive guide to reference when
responding to the issue of global warming. As the 80s gave way to the 90s, it
15

became abundantly clear that the findings issued in 1979’s Charney report (a
report indicating a rise in warming between 1.5 and 4.5 degrees C should
atmospheric CO2 double) paralleled the gradual rise in temperatures. By 1988,
James Hansen, former director of NASA’s Goddard Space Institute, testified
before the Congressional U.S. Senate Committee on Energy and Natural
Resources, communicating three critical findings: the earth was warmer in 1988
than at any time since the beginning of recorded temperature, global warming’s
growth was directly related to the greenhouse effect, and that computer modeling
suggested the greenhouse effect was large enough to increase risks of extreme
weather events.12
•

(1991-2009) Unfortunately, as the research acquired more attention from media
and government alike, lobbying councils formed for political expediency to
counter the established science. Some of these groups include the dubiously
named Information Council on the Environment, the American Petroleum
Institute, and the Global Warming Policy Foundation. In the past five years alone,
annual lobbying on behalf of the oil and gas industry totaled $686 million.13

•

(2005-2016) While the denialism continued, climate advocates sought methods to
hold the world’s top emitters accountable. Though it was adopted in 1997, the
Kyoto Protocol, a flawed but well-intentioned international pledge, was not
enforced until 2005 (by which time the U.S. had withdrawn.) The Kyoto Protocol
attempted to ascribe higher accountability to economically developed countries
contributing to the bulk of GHG emissions. Roughly a decade later, the Paris
Climate Agreement revived international commitment to addressing warming by
16

allowing countries to individually set their own increasingly stringent emission
reduction standards.

Despite this ongoing effort to understand our climate and the impacts humans
have upon it, a significant—albeit dwindling—segment of the population remains
incredulous. According to public opinion polling collected by Pew Research in their
Spring 2018 Global Attitudes Survey, 59% of Americans (a 19% increase from 2013)
consider climate change a major threat, while 23% consider it a minor threat, and 16%
suggest it is no threat at all.14 Equally significant is how educational attainment, sex, and
age also factor into comprehension of climate change: people who achieve higher levels
of education (measured here as post-secondary schooling and beyond), identify as
female, and are of a younger age demographic increase a survey participant’s odds of
considering climate change a threat. It is no secret in U.S. politics that climate change
acceptance is treated as a partisan political position. While approximately a quarter of
Republicans say climate change is a major threat, a percentage which reached peak
concern in 2016 with a mere 28 percent, nearly three-quarters of Democrats perceive
climate change as a major threat. And when it comes to public trust regarding the
scientific community’s consensus that climate change is occurring, both parties differ
drastically, although even the “liberal Democrats,” which the poll refers to as left of
center Democrats, are only 54 percent confident “scientists understand the causes of
climate change very well.” On a final note, only 52 percent of liberal Democrats and 21
percent of conservative Republicans consider individualistic efforts to reduce their carbon
footprint of significance.
17

For me, trying to understand these ideological discrepancies involves considering
the existing narratives circulating in the cultural zeitgeist, what rhetorician Dana Cloud
refers to as rhetorical realities.15 The narratives crafted to deny climate change have as
much to do with the purposeful misinformation and minimization sponsored by
government and private interests as they do the individual experiences that shape one’s
reverence for nature. In examining these narratives, it is important first to comprehend
climate denial at the individual level.
To understand individualistic denialism, it is helpful first to acknowledge that
climate change is not something we “directly experience,”16 so say a group of researchers
in their publication “Psychology and Global Climate Change: Addressing a Multi-faceted
Phenomenon and Set of Challenges.” “They experience representations of climate change
that are presented to them via various media and educational sources and personal
interactions,”17 they continue. Because of the site-specific occurrence of climate change,
and its sometimes undetectable immediate consequences, it is easy to understand why
swaths of the population dismiss the term outright. The researchers suggest:
Because climate change is so hard to detect from personal
experience, it makes sense to leave this task to climate
scientists. This makes climate change a phenomenon in
which people have to rely on scientific models and expert
judgement, and/or on reports in the mass media, and where
their own personal experience does not provide a
trustworthy way to confirm the reports.18
This pervasive lack of risk perception, a term used in various academic disciplines
to demonstrate the mental processes informing our ability to assess impacts and outcomes
when confronted by risk, makes communicating the severity of climate change all the
more challenging. One explanation for this aforementioned “lack” derives from what
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environmental writer Paul Slovic terms the “affect heuristic.” The affect heuristic posits
that humans default to their current emotions when sourcing information to inform their
risk assessment, rather than, say, reasoned judgements about the severity or likeliness of
the risk based on available research documenting said risk. Similarly, the risk-as-feelings
hypothesis “predicts that emotional reactions to risks are often independent of cognitive
assessments of them, and that they are stronger determinants of people’s behavior.”19
As the gulf between those who consider the seriousness of the threat climate
change poses and those who downplay or outright dismiss its presence widens, we must
reconsider risk discourse in such a way that communicates the interconnected
complexities of the science. Depending on one’s affinity for environmental studies,
committing to some modicum of scientific literacy requires a willingness to reassess
internal biases, cultural influences, and the reliability of the anecdote. The problem then
becomes one of familiarity: how can humanity familiarize itself with the largely unseen
risks climate change poses?
One thing we do know about communicating the risk of climate change is that for
many people, “scare tactics,” or using daunting statistics and apocalyptic scenarios to
describe the threat often results in two responses, both of which are counterproductive in
mobilization against climate change. The first response is one of fatalism (an affect I
frequently lapse into). The second response is a state of heightened alarm that makes
confronting anthropocentric global warming (AGW) with the requisite pragmatism and
resolve needed to develop policy of consequence quite challenging because panicked
thinking often lends itself to short-term remedies for long-term problems.
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Take, for example, David Wallace Wells’ book The Uninhabitable Earth. This
was a book I took to Folly Beach in South Carolina on a vacation in the summer of 2019
with my boyfriend. Over a series of days, I read the book between dips in the tepid
Atlantic Ocean. Wallace-Wells’ book is a 231-paged chronicle of everything that awaits
humankind should it fail to adopt radical political measures to curb the accelerated
growth of climate change. Even in the first pages of the text, Wallace-Wells laments the
“hopeless optimism” of the Paris climate agreement. Page 5 greets the reader with the
disturbing fact that “more than half of the carbon exhaled into the atmosphere by the
burning of fossil fuels has been emitted in just the past three decades.” We are reminded
throughout the text that “growth” will no longer be “the lingua franca through which
modern life launders all of its aspirations.”20 We are told that humans fail to
communicate the severity of climate catastrophe because “Rhetoric [on apocalyptic
discourse] often fails us on climate because we’ve been trained, by a buoyant culture of
sunny-side-up optimism, to dismiss it, categorically, as hyperbole”21and that the
cultivation of human civilization through “inevitable conquest of the earth” is best
compared to mold “growing haphazardly and unsurely upon earth.”22
The Uninhabitable Earth’s origin was an essay published in a 2017 New York
Magazine issue with an eponymous title.23 Though the essay was widely successful
among popular audiences, scientists offered resounding criticism for the article through
the Science Feedback Organization, an online repository of media coverage on climate
change. Peter Neff, a postdoctoral research associate at the University of Washington
wrote: “In what seems an ode to new journalism, the author takes significant literary
license to leverage information grounded in truth and paint an apocalyptic picture of
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extreme future scenarios possibly driven by anthropogenic climate change. Ambiguous
references to studies, events, and examples severely impairs credibility, as does a
complete disregard for nuance.”24
In a perhaps less scathing analysis, scientist Victor Venema of University of Bonn
wrote:
We are taking the climate system out of known territories.
There will be many surprises and they are what worry me
the most. Uncertainty is not our friend and that makes it
very hard to say which worst case scenarios are unrealistic.
The bigger the stakes the smaller the acceptable risks. A
risk someone may be willing to take personally will be
larger than the risk one takes with a community, a country
or civilization. In that respect it is good that the article
explores what surprises may be in store and talks about
scenarios that are not likely, but a large part of the total
risk. However, unfortunately often statements are
inaccurate, wrong or are missing important context. These
inaccuracies tend to exaggerate the risks of climate
change.25

In other words, the exactitude of climate science exists on a spectrum of possibilities, but
not necessarily inevitabilities. How humankind responds to the potentialities is of the
utmost consequence.
I note these criticisms because I think they complicate the notion that
contemporary reporting should serve as a definitive guide on shaping public discourse
about global warming. The scientists quoted above suggest that the exaggerated
extrapolations Wallace-Wells draws from existing research demonstrate a radical
potentiality, a technically possible but otherwise unlikely succession of events. Perhaps
one reason for the scientists’ rejection of Wallace-Wells’ radical conclusions is that
scientists themselves tend to be deliberate and incremental researchers. The scientific
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method, as a rule, encourages caution, an ethos that often affects the trajectory of
scientific criticism. For scientists who have worked their entire careers to establish
credibility in their fields, overzealously endorsing the timescales by which sensational
journalism predicts inconceivable suffering would jeopardize their reputations in the
scientific community. Such reputational risk must certainly play some role in the
scientific community’s willingness, or lack thereof, to corroborate the more radical
warming predictions. By contrast, a journalist’s success in reporting is often measured by
readership engagement and article circulation. Given the necessity of competing for
attention in a highly saturated news media, should people be more reluctant to internalize
the reporting of credible news organizations? Do the competing professional ethea of
each discipline preclude us from full understanding of the issue?
Deciphering the balance between what is perhaps understatement on one end and
hyperbole on the other is not an easy task. The ambiguity of the unforeseen fosters either
a sense of weary resignation or absolute terror in citizens whose daily lives are
presumably far removed from the calamities Wallace-Wells portends.
This complacency is at least partially a result of garbled information campaigns
advising solutions and assigning blame. George Marshall, founder of the Climate
Outreach and Information Network and author of the book Don’t Even Think About It,
further complicates the information saturation. Marshall indicates that the human brain
has not developed the innate cognitive capacities necessary to confront climate change.
One of Marshall’s central arguments is that the public’s deference to scientific data must
not be assumed. In fact, Marshall suggests that literature on the threat of climate change
must engage the mind’s emotional response as opposed to the rational response. To
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engage his audience’s emotion (applying his own argument to his own writing as so
many writers fail to do), he approaches the material conversationally. Unlike the
approach adopted in The Uninhabitable Earth, Marshall meets and converses with
scientists rather than the statistics they cite. Instead of limiting the scope of the work by
screening the voices and interests represented, Marshall carefully selects from a panoply
of entities and organizations, each representing different perspectives regarding climate
mitigation. The decision to include voices that might defy scientific consensus or subvert
reader expectations about who has the authority to enter the debate is a worthwhile risk.
In an ideal world, we would not need to weigh the concerns and interests of those who
delay the inevitable by minimizing or rejecting the reality of a warming world, but it is
precisely because we live in fictions of our own creation that bypassing the standpoints of
deniers and skeptics proves more harmful insofar as ideological “narrative wars” are
concerned.
To win a skeptic over, it is crucial to first acknowledge their outlook, or the
legitimate concerns undergirding their flawed conclusions. The loss of a job, a shuttered
industry, real or imagined bias in the scientific community, all of these are
understandable reasons to dismiss the heightened state of cultural sensitivity to the threat
of AGW. After recognizing these concerns at their “tangible” micro level, we can then
shift to assessing those same concerns at an “intangible” macro level.
The narratives informing outlook on climate change at the macro level are rooted
in ideological myths. The concept of an ideological myth was first identified in the text
Political Myth by Henry Tudor, who essentially suggested applying the elements of
dramatic form to assess how cultures reify perceived values from interpretations of
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history. The idea is that culturally significant myths rise to a level of collective
consciousness that informs a particular ideology. Insofar as climate change and narrative
myths are concerned, terror management theory (TMT) is a psychological concept that
can be useful in understanding why humans so desperately seek narrative myths to
contextualize unknown, and potentially distressing, information. The concept of terror
management theory emerged from the thought of cultural anthropologist, Ernest Becker,
and was further developed by graduate school colleagues Jeff Greenberg (Arizona State
University), Tom Pyszcynski (University of Colorado), and Sheldon Solomon (Skidmore
College). In their book, The Worm at the Core, these thinkers posit that humans diverge
from less complex life-forms due to their ability to assign symbolic meaning to past and
future events. This ability to ascribe symbolic meaning is a higher function of cognizance
that both enriches and complicates life for humans. The most devastating complication of
this heightened sense of awareness is the recognition of mortality. When confronted with
the reality of eventual death, humans construct culturally significant narratives that can
be collectively internalized so that the constructed beliefs minimize existential dread. In
other words, the narratives create meaning: a sense of purpose, or a shared commitment
to values, that alleviates the burden of a fundamentally solitary existence devoid of
purpose. As Sheldon Solomon states in an interview with the Scientific American, our
“humanly constructed beliefs about reality shared by individuals in a group serve to
‘manage’ the potentially paralyzing terror resulting from the awareness of death.”26
Solomon suggests terror management theory (TMT) has had a profound effect on
political decision-making, in both the personal and institutional sense. Research
corroborates his assertion. When research participants are reminded of their mortality—in
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TMT this is called mortality salience (MS)—their response is often to seek solutions to
the problem that exonerates their active involvement, and they tend to be drawn to
charismatic public figures who reinforce narratives of comforting familiarity.
These narratives are usually inconspicuously familiar, as they are not something
through which we consciously filter our understanding of events. Rather, years of
internalized values, personal experiences, and cultural inheritances coalesce to
contextualize events. Though narrative frames can be specific to the individual or a group
with which they identify, some framing is universal. Take, for example, Noam Chomsky
and Edward Herman’s book Manufacturing Consent, a seminal text on the role of media
framing. The text’s central argument espouses the idea that the following five major
components shape the agenda of mass media:
1. Ownership: Most flagship news outlets are corporate-owned and avoid reportage
opposed to the interests of the owning corporations.
2. Advertising: A press beholden to the funding streams from advertisement revenue
cannot operate on behalf of the public interest as advertisements conflict with the
readers’ or viewers’ “buying mood” (i.e. their motivation and sense of fulfillment
derived from consumptive choices.) Equally important, the authors posit that
stories that threaten the profitability of the advertiser’s interests are either given
minimal attention or omitted entirely.
3. Sourcing: Outlets rely upon a finite scope of resources for their content
acquisitions. These insular expectations for what content reaches the public are
controlled by corporate interests, or elite individuals who benefit from
orchestrating the airwaves. Journalists and reporters are censured when they
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jeopardize the reputation or ideological hegemony of the content and lose access
to vital connections with those in power.
4. Flak: Private interests discredit or delegitimize the perspectives of news entities
that question power relations or complicate narratives of the ruling class’s vision
for society. Flak, if successfully implemented, can instill audiences with
conflicting information that leads to fissures in public trust of an institution’s
ability to communicate the Truth.
5. Fear: Redirects public attention. To avoid addressing the systemic failure of, say,
an institution or a policy that enriches a few while disenfranchising many, a
particular group or a particular ideology becomes the object of intense scrutiny.
Because these strategies have affected all passive audiences at some point in
time—even those of us who are privy to the tactics—they infuse the cultural milieu with
certain tropes. Each nation has its own distinct narrative tropes, and by their very nature
they often conflict with one another.
Insofar as climate change is concerned (from a U.S. standpoint) internalized
narratives dramatically affect how climate science is negotiated within public discourse.
For instance, sociologist Hannah Holleman, in Dust Bowls of Empire, outlines how the
societal attitudes about nature and humankind’s ability to subdue it directly contributed to
the Dust Bowl, which spanned the decade beginning in 1930. Prior to reading the text, I
assumed, like I imagine most Americans assume, that the causes of the Dust Bowl had
something to do with farmers’ miscomprehension of proper agricultural practices and a
dismal economy thanks to rampant speculation on Wall Street. Thankfully, Holleman
revisits this impoverished history taught to most American secondary education students
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and remedies glaring omissions so that made visible are the political decisions and
suspensions that led to the Dust Bowl and that parallel the evolution of climate inaction.
From the book’s first chapters, Holleman unravels the often-critiqued narrative of
manifest destiny and challenges the valorized ethos attributed to pioneers. She writes of
the forced migration of indigenous populations, not once, but twice, under the command
of Andrew Jackson, and convincingly argues how these imperialist land grabs accelerated
the growth of cash crop agriculture, a development that would lead to ecological ruin. As
she writes in her chapter titled Imperialism, White Settler Colonialism, and the
Ecological Rift, “Thus, the second agricultural revolution involved the centralization of
production, concentration of capital, ascendancy of finance, and technological
development that gave capitalists the means and the might to reorient the economies of
entire regions and nations toward production for an emerging global market.”27
Capitalism, especially the advanced form of capitalism emerging from the 1920s, created
a fissure between humans and nature. Failure to give the farmland’s soil time to
regenerate between harvests resulted in soil erosion, which was an almost karmic
retribution on behalf of the natural world to remind settlers of the consequences of their
agrarian hubris. The devastation was doubly tragic because it was entirely avoidable;
however, predictions of both the socioeconomic and ecological fallout from field experts
went unheeded. Holleman also problematizes globalization, a market model so familiar to
the 21st- Century reader its origins and flaws are rarely scrutinized. Her critique of
globalization is rooted in the thought of Marx, whom she quotes: “[Capitalist agriculture]
benefits the main industrial countries, and it converts one part of the globe into a chiefly
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agricultural field of production for supplying the other part, which remains pre-eminently
industrial field.” 28
The parallels between the political events and suspended action leading up to the
Dust Bowl closely follow the evolution of global warming inaction. Everything, from the
scientific literature, to the involuntary displacement of indigenous populations, to the
profit motive over the integrity of the environment, eerily repeats the missteps leading to
what was one of the most tragic decades in American history. Throughout Holleman’s
work, her audience is confronted with several narrative myths. In writing about the
inexplicable gulf between the known risks and impending consequences of soil erosion,
and the lack of substantive agricultural reform necessary to avert the crisis, Holleman
describes the narrative myths providing a foundation for such inaction:
It is my contention that this socio-ecological contradiction
is the inevitable outcome of an expansionary society where
the people in power promote, enshrine in law, and treat as
sacrosanct certain ideological assumptions in order to
justify their practices, social position, and the economic
order over which they preside, including: white ethno-racial
supremacy; the right of individuals to claim parcels of the
earth as private property and to do what they want with
them; and, above all else, the right to make a profit. These
are central ideological tenets of the dominant capitalist
societies that serve to naturalize the subordination of social
and ecological priorities to those of capital accumulation by
those at the top. They undergird the culture of conquest,
help to legitimize land degradation, and facilitate the denial
of responsibility for ecological and social harms by those
making decisions about land use—from policymakers and
investors to individual farmers and property owners.29
According to Holleman, the myths of racial superiority and entitlement, of the tacit
acceptance of the notion of private property, and of the unfettered quest for profit
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expansion serve as cultural assumptions that inform the public consensus on what is and
is not permissible.
As I write this thesis in the summer of 2020, these myths seem only to have
intensified as the ineffectual dressing on the wound of American racism disintegrates,
and as a national pandemic ravages citizens of all demographics (though
disproportionately BIPOC), leaving millions underemployed or jobless, many homeless,
with no hope of a federal financial stimulus to abate the precarious economic
circumstances. All of these myths, of course, mediate the overall cultural response to
climate change as well. In fact, the myth of progress and the myth of growth should also
be appended to those identified by Holleman.
By accepting the idea that narrative myths are powerful tools when wielded
correctly, an individual can then consider how one can revise myths to challenge the
inherited stories that inform the values of a collective American identity. That said, a
reasonable hesitation to narrative substitution derives from the postmodern problem of
determining truth. Postmodernity complicates the idea of universal truth, advocating
instead a “relative truth” that focuses on the truth as it is perceived by the individual or
determined by one’s cultural epoch. A relative truth is a constructed truth, an objection to
the modernist search for unifying meta-narratives. My intention here is not to argue for
one theoretical orientation over the other, as both theories have valid components. Rather,
I’d like to suggest that the unwitting embrace of postmodern politics, particularly by the
far-right, has created a space for what former senior counselor to Donald Trump,
Kellyanne Conway, might call “alternative facts.” The “Build-Your Own Political
Ideology” underwritten by the shifts in postmodern thinking, have resulted in strange
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(and dangerous) political insurgents like QAnon, and even Donald Trump himself, whose
platforms rely upon delegitimizing meta-narratives about political functions in the U.S.
Though intentional delegitimization is ubiquitous, I would like here to offer a
deconstruction of one example:
a. The Narrative Myth: The narrative myth of the U.S. political system is one of
representative democracy whereby elected individuals presumably cast votes
and write legislation that protect the constituents who have sent their
representative to negotiate policy on their behalf.
b. The Perceived Reality: Many Americans feel that the political elite wield
power for the sake of their own hedonistic desires and ruthless ambitions,
which often leave ordinary citizens feeling voiceless or vulnerable. Corruption
continues and career politicians seem to accomplish little besides maintaining
an unsatisfactory social equilibrium. As of 2019, public trust in the
government sunk to a historic low of just 17%.30
c. The Faulty Conclusions: By capitalizing on the distrust and resentment
harbored by Americans, conspiracy theories saturate social media feeds and
purport to possess bombshell secrets that will destroy the formerly
untouchable elites. Journalist and University of Maryland professor Jeffrey
Herf writes “A conspiracy theory transforms large social and economic trends
and dislocations into events brought about by a visible enemy or enemies who
have intentionally brought about political and economic crises.”31
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When the faulty conclusions transform into mainstream political consideration,
and candidates espousing QAnon conspiracy theories, like Marjorie Greene of Georgia,
can win U.S. House seats, the postmodern devaluation of truth-seeking reaches its logical
conclusion. By affording all perspectives an equal claim to Truth, exploitable confusion
abounds.
I would further argue that the dismantling of the idea of a shared truth has given
rise to manufactured dissent and that the radical transformation of audience-network
relationships necessitates a reconsideration of manufactured consent. I define
manufactured dissent as the weaponized discrediting and undermining of mass media by
political leaders and popular public figureheads so as to further their own nefarious
agendas without the corrective forces of media censure. Manufactured dissent is the
culminating consequence of Chomsky’s notion of manufactured consent in a climate of
postmodern skepticism. While I do not hold Chomsky and Herman responsible for this
prolific surge in public—especially conservative—hostile incredulity, their theoretical
framework is incomplete without considering the postmodern terrain that has created
conditions in which rightwing demagogues can hijack ambiguity for their own political
supremacy. If the public were more aware of the delicate balance between manufactured
consent and manufactured dissent, I suspect we would be far better equipped to engage
the media apparatuses curating our news cycle.
The situation the public finds itself in, however, is an inharmonious amalgamation
of foundational narratives reinforced by cultural normativity, experiential narratives
informed by the individualistic memories and histories a given person uses to navigate
information, and predatory narratives, which provide distractions from the complexities
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of political analysis. All of this is, of course, worsened by the fact that the internalized
narratives are rarely examined. Keeping in mind the plethora of narratives, how does one
effectively communicate the perils of global warming without offending complex and not
fully conscious narrative sensibilities?
To address the underlying social constructs that impede climate change advocacy,
one must first identify inherited narratives that tell an incomplete, and at times entirely
fabricated, approximate truth. Lynn White writes in his widely anthologized “The
Historical Roots of Our Ecological Crisis,” of the “historical roots” of the environmental
crisis. I interpret what White terms “historical roots” to be synonymous with widely
accepted hegemonic narratives. He writes: “Our ecologic crisis is the product of an
emerging, entirely novel, democratic culture. The issue is whether a democratized world
can survive its own implications. Presumably we cannot unless we rethink our axioms.”32
Here are two axioms he highlights:
•

Western traditions of science and technology, which the reader is urged to
reconsider given the overwhelming dominance of western methodology applied in
scientific studies. White substantiates claims that a preponderance of scientific
development commonly attributed to white men of the west, are in fact the
discoveries of middle eastern men, while also remarking how extensive the
western tradition of technological advancement is extending far before the
Scientific and Industrial Revolutions. He writes: “Since both our technological
and our scientific movements got their start, acquired their character and achieved
world dominance in the Middle Ages, it would seem that we cannot understand
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their nature or their present impact upon ecology without examining fundamental
medieval assumptions and developments.”33

•

Medieval view of man and nature critiques the notion of progress, if progress is
measured by profitability and industrial efficiency. White gives the example of
the plow, which, in its first iteration, needed only two oxen. Later iterations of the
plow implemented by European peasants destroyed the integrity of the soil and
shifted the farming model away from subsistence toward the capacity of the
machine. White suggests this philosophy of production translates into
contemporary philosophies of production, “Our daily habits of action, for
example, are dominated by an implicit faith in perpetual progress.”34 This
narrative subset also explores the role of theology in sculpting the relationship
between nature and humankind by suggesting that “Human ecology is deeply
conditioned by our beliefs about our nature and destiny—that is, by religion.”35
To White, this conditioning has had disastrous effects between the symbiosis of
man and nature. He writes, “Man named all the animals thus establishing a
dominance over them. God planned all of this for man’s benefit and rule: no item
in the physical creation had any purpose save to serve man’s purposes. And,
although man’s body is made of clay, he is not simply part of nature: he is made
in God’s image.”36
An alternative Christian view posits that because our scientific and technological

advancements are extensions of Christian attitudes toward man’s relation to nature and
have led us to the ecological crisis of today, we should not turn to these structures for
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solutions to the problems they have initiated. Much like the lyrics to alternative rock
band R.E.M.’s song, White tells us one of the solutions to addressing environmental
exploitation is losing our religion and adopting humility. It is because “no new set of
basic values has been accepted in our society to displace those of Christianity”37 that
reorienting societal perceptions of “progress” and “growth” is so difficult. Proposing a
campaign against the teachings of the Christian faith would alienate millions of what
could be ecologically minded citizens in the U.S. and abroad, but a careful study of or a
commitment on behalf of religious institutions to address the destruction, justified in the
name of Christ, might gain traction.
This chapter addresses but a fraction of the available culturally constructed
narratives that impede action and understanding of the anthropocentric role humans play
in an era of accelerated warming. While it is encouraging to see polling suggest increased
public awareness and acknowledgement of the climate crisis, it is best to remember that
the suffocating ideology of neoliberalism is exceptionally adept at lulling citizens into a
complacent stupor, after all, whom among those fortunate enough to afford gas-guzzling
Cadillac Escalades and ski vacations to Vail wants to sacrifice their lifestyle of excesses
for the greater good of people they will never meet and places they will never see?
Appealing to this demographic, present on both sides of the political spectrum, will
surely be one of the utmost challenges for climate activists. As youth climate activist
Greta Thunberg said to a panel of Davos multi-millionaires, a year after her initial
address urging action and meaningful commitment to policy changes in 2019: “One year
ago I came to Davos and told you that our house is on fire. I said I wanted you to panic.
I’ve been warned that telling people to panic about the climate crisis is a very dangerous
34

thing to do. But don’t worry. It’s fine. Trust me, I’ve done this before, and I can assure
you it doesn’t lead to anything.”38
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CHAPTER 2
I am for an art that takes its form from the lines of life itself, that twists and extends and
accumulates and spits and drips, and is heavy and coarse and blunt and sweet and stupid
as life itself.
Claes Oldenburg, I Am For… (Statement, 1961)

In 2007, when I was in the seventh grade, I came across the book Into the Wild by
John Krakauer on the “New Books” display table in my high school’s library. The book,
originally published in 1996—the year I was born—was not new, of course, but was
experiencing a readership revival due to the release of a movie adaptation of the book
starring Emil Hirsch. Curious, I checked the book out of the school library and devoured
it. I felt an instant connection with Chris “Alexander Supertramp” McCandless, the then
twenty-four-year-old nomad, who had rejected society and traveled into the Alaskan
Bush with little more than a ten-pound bag of rice, books, and a used gun. Like many of
the other readers of Into the Wild, I elevated McCandless’s endeavors to that of mythic
proportions. Here was a man who was relinquishing all earthly possessions and
acquaintances: family, friends, a car, and $20,000 in remaining college savings, to
experience the world in ways he otherwise would never encounter. It was a decision so
bold and reckless that every fiber of my angst-laden adolescent body embraced his ideals.
When the movie released, I remember watching it alone in my parents’ basement
with the volume turned down as low as possible, inches away from the television. The
movie was rated “R” for reasons still unbeknownst to me and was thus prohibited from
screening in my household. The final scenes of the movie still overwhelm me with terror
to this day. The viewer experiences McCandless’s death from a perspective that makes
one feel like they themselves are dying along with him. Lying on his cot in the “magic

bus,” as he called it—an abandoned Alaskan commuter bus—and peering out the skylight
frame, Hirsch looks to the sky as he fades in and out of consciousness. Flashes of white,
interspersed with the towering canopy of tree leaves above him are punctuated by a final
flashback of McCandless running into the open arms of his parents for an embrace. As
they welcome him into their arms, a voiceover (assuming McCandless’s internal
thoughts) asks “What if I were smiling and running into your arms? Would you see then
what I see now?”1
Clearly, as no one is capable of knowing the unspoken memories of others, the
film’s ending is a fictionalized account of McCandless’s last moments. What is factually
true, though, is that McCandless did write (above a passage in Boris Pasternak’s Dr.
Zhivago) the words, “Happiness is only real when shared.” Armchair film critics offer
several interpretations of the film’s ending, all of which offer drastically different
meanings. The theory to which I’m partial suggests McCandless is asking his parents if
they would realize the importance of communal existence and healthy interdependency or
recognize the fallacy of solitary man succeeding in rejecting both the good and bad of a
society. McCandless came to this conclusion mere weeks before his death. Despite a
childhood that left McCandless feeling so alienated that he absconded from all things
familiar, the movie is directed in such a way so as to champion the notion of unwarranted
forgiveness, both for his parents’ neglect and for society’s affront to his own admirable
humanistic aspirations. The alternative to rejecting forgiveness, the film suggests, is a
solitary existence devoid of all the fulfilling experiences meant to be enjoyed
communally.
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At the time I viewed this film, I did not think too much about the significance of
the final lines. I probably dismissed them as cryptic poetics used to exonerate the
filmmakers from having to develop a singular discernable revelation—a cathartic bow
synching the present that was the film itself into a finished parcel. Knowing what I know
now, having spent much time with environmental literature, the ending suggests
something far more profound than what my adolescent mind was able to appreciate.
I used to think that the significance of the McCandless story derived from the
rejection of convention, of striking out on one’s own if society fails to bear resemblance
to an imagined ideal. The reverence McCandless has acquired posthumously by admirers
is a celebration of his nonconformity and unbridled search for authentic simplicity. The
individualistic, and highly romanticized, quest for self-determination has attracted a cult
following of kindred spirits, some of whom have made the pilgrimage to Denali National
Park to pay homage to McCandless’s former dwelling in an abandoned Fairbanks City
bus. For many people, I think this infatuation with rebellion remains the primary factor in
their enduring endearment to McCandless and the Into the Wild saga. We are amazed by
his conviction to do what many have merely fantasized about when our disenchantment
with society exceeds toleration, or when our relationships fail to tether us to something
more meaningful than an expectation to meet familial obligations. If one accepts the
connotation of the film’s last line, though, one must necessarily view McCandless’s story
as a cautionary tale of the consequences of asceticism carried to extremes.
Reporter Chip Brown wrote of this “euphoria of dispossession” in his article “I
Now Walk into the Wild,” which appeared in The New Yorker in 1993. In his desire to
relinquish associations with society, McCandless engaged in reckless (and at times
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hedonistic) practices that put him at odds with the natural world in which he desperately
desired to survive. The tragedy of the McCandless narrative is that the enlightenment he
finds is insular, meaning it never reaches a more expansive vessel than the self. As
Brown writes: “What makes his death so memorable is the narrative he was enacting: it is
an old story, the tale of the boy on the brink of manhood who ventures into the wilderness
in a rite of passage. It is supposed to end with his transformation and return—the newly
made man reunited with his community, a community that relied on his wise new eyes to
renew itself.”2 In fact, in an ironic twist of fate, McCandless, who lamented the “poison”
of civilization, is ultimately thought to have died from starvation attributed to his
consumption of the poisonous seeds of a potato plant.
I now view the film as a warning against overconfidence in self-reliance, and of
the importance of fighting for a better society instead of abandoning it. The healthy desire
humans pursue through outdoor recreation serves as an “escape” from the confines of
highly structured, oftentimes monotonous, motions necessary to sustain participation in a
social contract. And even though the woods, plains, coastlines, and canyons speak to
humankind in an imperceptible language that is never heard but always felt, these natural
wonders have an equally powerful ability to estrange one from their fellow man. In the
photos McCandless shot on his camera, he poses with game he has hunted, in addition to
the flora and fauna he came across, as if to document these thrills in anticipation of
sharing them. Those photos were only to be discovered by the police who collected his
belongings, which is what makes them so haunting: even without a narrator, they still tell
a story.
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I write about this anecdote because it serves as a primer for one of the
predominant differences I discovered in approaches to environmental writing. While
some authors elevate through composition the individualistic appreciation and reprieve
they experience in nature (sometimes referred to as transcendence,) others revive a
renewed sense of importance in infusing the insights gleaned from the natural world back
into the civilized world. The latter relationship to nature bridges an inaccurate, and all too
commonly attributed, divide between nature and society. As of June 2020, the so-called
“magic bus” made famous by the Into the Wild franchise, was airlifted from its decade’s
long foundation in Denali National Park so as to prevent prospective hikers, some of
whom had previously drowned in the Teklanika river while venturing to the bus, from
ever finding the rattletrap mecca again. Perhaps this removal has come at just the right
time, when redefining how humans negotiate their relationship to “nature” and
“wilderness” is of the utmost importance. If one affords the bus symbolic qualities, it
comes to represent in the public consciousness a fissure between humans and society.
First, it is a decommissioned public transport bus, once a facet in maintaining and
mobilizing a social pulse. The fact that it has endured for decades in the Alaskan
wilderness is a testament to its resilience. The bus’s retrofitting is spartan, a testament to
how little one supposedly needs to survive polar vortexes. And, of course, its significance
as McCandless’s encampment makes it an omphalos for other roving defectors of cultural
malcontent. Suddenly, with the bus’s overnight disappearance, the allure of the desolate
campsite also vanishes. The location off of Denali’s Stampede Trail returns to obscurity,
and a piece of the accompanying mythos additionally dissipates. The removal ultimately
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creates a new conversational opportunity, however, for how the McCandless story is
recollected in public memory.
It was not until graduate school that I was introduced to the field of postcolonial
studies, a theoretical lens which champions the idea that “the world we inhabit is
impossible to understand except in relationship to the history of imperialism and colonial
rule” and “the colonized world stands at the forgotten center of global modernity.”3 This
is not to say that I was unaware of notions of American exceptionalism or the perversions
of historical events occurring in revisionist curriculum. Instead, postcolonial analysis
often came as an afterthought as I was unaccustomed to reflexively comprehending
sociohistorical events in relation to Eurocentric power structures. Regardless, the
exposure to postcolonial theory reoriented my understanding of literature and films I
unquestioningly adored in my youth, such as texts like Into the Wild.
The problem with the captivating narrative is its tacit reinforcement of ideals that
led to the narrative’s protagonist’s misery and disillusionment in the first place. Scholars
Lisa Korteweg and Jan Oakley address the fallacy of McCandless’s ideals in an article
published in 2014 for Environmental Education Research. According to the authors, the
major failings of Into the Wild stem from its unwillingness to hold McCandless to
account for his hubristic disregard for the complexities of the wilderness he was
occupying, his reliance on classical European literature that lionized “autonomy” and
“libertarian independence”4 over indigenous knowledge and community, and his 20th
century adaptation of the colonial settler mentality by “ignoring or denying the presence
and knowledge of indigenous peoples in Alaska.”5 The Alaskan wilderness McCandless
inhabits portrayed by both Krakauer and Penn is untrammeled territory, the most remote
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land accessible to someone seeking total erasure from urban alienation. The authors warn
against these renderings, writing: “When we armchair travel into these Alaskan places as
if they were politically neutral, environmentally pristine and spiritually divine, we are
buying into and perpetuating neo-colonial narratives of wilderness.”6
I can’t help but wonder though, whether one can truly hold McCandless
accountable for his accused wrongdoings, especially if they were not acts of
intentionality, and were also heavily reinforced by ubiquitous social—as opposed to
individual—narratives. It is far more plausible his upbringing undermined the importance
of human interdependency or an appreciation for community, as he was continually
baffled by the self-interested actions of the people most close to him. And as for the neocolonial label, it is difficult to comprehend how reckless naiveté on behalf of
McCandless—markedly without any overt intention to cause harm or claim land for
himself that rightfully belongs to indigenous populations—translates into anything more
than “ill-prepared urban man longing to repair perceived spiritual lack.”
Ultimately, the value of the text and film derives from critics and encomiasts alike. The
critics impart the importance of indigenous practices in relation to the land and
reassessments of solitary heroism while also enjoining readers to seek existing
indigenous stories which challenge culturally dominant and Eurocentric narratives about
mankind’s relationship to wilderness. Those who promote the film and text for its values,
despite its limited probing of ideological cultural inheritances, laud artistic mediums that
seek to address the rift created by humankind’s primarily transactional connection to
land. Even critics like Lisa Korteweg and Jan Oakley acknowledge as much, writing
“…we applaud the film for bringing environmental stories and eco-heroic narratives to
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mass audiences (especially those audiences who live unsustainable, disconnected, or
alienated lives in urban centers and suburbs) ….”7
In the storied tradition of environmental writing, many texts function similarly to
Into the Wild by teaching the reader through what is both expressly written and not
written. The following passages of this essay examine several works of writing to assess
the effectiveness of the prose in forwarding discussion about human relations to the
environment.
Few people would argue with the notion that we comprehend and synthesize the
world through stories. As Jag Bhalla writes for The Scientific American “They [stories]
are simulated experiments in people-physics, freeing us from the limits of our own direct
experience.”8 Without stories, worldviews are limited to individualistic perspectives
which eventually inform ideas about what is ethical and unethical, and these ideas are
then reinforced as ever-evolving cultural norms through repetition by those who choose
to uphold a narrative tradition. Therefore, the significance of exposing others to texts
which challenge inherited assumptions about the proper functions of social systems like
“economic growth is always good,” or “advances in technology make society more
resilient” lies in the writings’ ability to modify behavior, or at the very least, encourage
introspection of current behaviors.

“To This Day, I Never Cared for the Enclosure of Buildings”9
My partner came from a family whose patriarch instilled in his wife and three
children a perpetual state of fear. I’m told his father’s hair-trigger moods kept everyone
on the defensive, kept them orchestrating their lives in ways that might spare them the
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unwarranted and misplaced wrath of a man whose social rank—an educated professor—
excused suspicion of abuse from the community. It was a barrage of verbal and some
physical abuse, at least this is what I know from moments when he must forget his guard,
and from wince-inducing poetry:

Windless snow this afternoon,
And in my mind I come back to the place
Where I once ran from you
And your black buckled belt,
My bare feet breaking ice,
The sunken snowy pocks
Widening with each stride
Until they pinked with blood.
Before I can cry out, I see the stream
Whose water warmed my feet,
Washed my soles.
You didn’t track me then.
You knew my fear of you
Could not outlive the cold.
So in my mind I’m home
To finish what’s begun.
It doesn’t matter what I’ve done,
Or that I’ve nearly frozen in the snow.
I come back to learn my lesson.
I come back to take the blows.10

Now a professor himself, and a poet, some of his writing addresses what went
unaddressed for so many years in the quiet tyranny of a household. But much of the
poetry indebts itself to the shelter he found in the natural world, a restorative reverie that
has existed in some manifestation no matter the location, and in that way became a
constant in a life otherwise accustomed to precarity. As a child, he wrote one of his first
poems “There Is A Land Under a Stream” about a secret world that existed beneath a

46

stream. It was a poem of escape, about a fantasy world that offered something closer to
justice than anything reality could provide.
The discussion we had about his retreat into nature came after I had read several
articles about poet and essayist Mary Oliver. I had read them in an attempt to better
understand the writer herself and her subject interest. I struggle to determine what many
readers seem to see so innately in her work: a sublime connection to the natural world
recollected in writing. Forming a literary sensibility that is incompatible with Oliver’s
work certainly is not en vogue. After her passing in early 2019, prominent journalists
defended her work by printing editorials alleging that anyone who remained unmoved by
Oliver’s work was either a snob, a sexist, or jealous of her work’s widespread notability.
For example, writer Rachel Syme suggested the following on Twitter of Oliver’s
reputation: “…there was a sense among critics that Mary Oliver was a throw-pillow poet
and it always deeply unnerved me…there’s a sneering sexism to that assessment, this
idea that engaging with the world as a site of beauty and grace is a light pursuit, this idea
that you cannot be serious and love and embrace the world, that you cannot be serious
and think about birds and trees.”11
Oliver has often been compared to her muses, among them Whitman and
Thoreau, but her writing, in my estimation, does not share the quality of language present
in her predecessors’ body of work. The issue I find in Oliver’s work is not one of subject
matter as Syme alleges (on the contrary, I think the natural world lends itself
spectacularly well to poetic insight) but of a romanticized oversimplification of nature
that renders wilderness an escape from the unaddressed turmoil of lives left behind in
civilization. Oliver’s poetry suffers from the same flaw of Chris McCandless’s reasoning.
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By extricating themselves from society, both seek solace from the stability of nature—its
enduring, unchanging presence, its predictable beauty, its sense of unconfined, infinite
sprawl, its total abdication of responsibility. She reaffirms this supposition in her essay
“Upstream” writing: “With growth into adulthood, responsibilities claimed me, so many
heavy coats. I didn’t choose them, I don’t fault them, but it took time to reject them.”12
Wild spaces are treated as sacred and are thus immune to reflections of latent corruption
and suffering, as doing so would tarnish the utopic vision imposed upon occupied spaces
in wilderness. Literary critic David Yezzi, for instance, writes for The New Criterion a
rebuke of poetry similar to Oliver’s:
Poetry of this ilk has a sentimental, idealizing bent; it’s
high-minded and “evolved.” Like all utopias, the world it
presents exists nowhere. Some might argue that poetry
should elevate, showing people at their best, each of us
aspiring to forgive foibles with patience and
understanding. But that kind of poetry amounts to little
more than a fairy tale, a condescending sop to our own
vanity.13

Later in the essay, Yezzi aptly compares the depth of Oliver’s work with the
musical genre of “adult contemporary,” a banal, inoffensive, easily palatable medium that
appeals to mass audiences for its saccharine predictability. He writes:

The result is a kind of easy listening, what a musically
minded colleague calls Adult Contemporary, after the
popular strain of innocuous soft rock. Adult Contemporary,
according to Wikipedia, ‘is inoffensive and pleasurable
enough to work well as background music.’ It is poetry to
accompany your day not disrupt it, to keep one entertained
on that long car ride through life. A poem should give
pleasure, wrote Wallace Stevens, but when did our
pleasures become so wan and modest, and so breezily
proffered?14

48

As far as I can tell from scouring the internet, very little criticism exists regarding
her work. The worst comes from New York Times journalist David Orr who describes the
most redeeming quality of Oliver’s work being that “no animals appear to have been
harmed in the making of it.”15 Following her death in 2019, a barrage of articles appeared
in media defending Oliver from imagined critics, who fashioned straw men arguments
against such critics in many of the articles lauding the late author’s work. It might be that
Oliver’s tumultuous and abusive childhood contributed to the way in which she
composed poetry. Though Oliver is reticent when it comes to divulging anecdotes of her
childhood to reporters, she has shared insights about how nature functioned as a
stabilizing force in her life, one she could retreat into with a notepad and pencil to
experience solace from the volatility of her home life. In her poetry, one can see her
ascribing to wildlife metaphoric meaning. Her seemingly endless ability to mine the
natural world for its utility in assuaging human discomfort has endeared her to thousands
of Americans, making her a bestselling poet despite no formal training. However, if one
is to learn anything from the months-long bestseller status of Rupi Kaur’s Milk and
Honey, it is that commercial success does not necessarily correlate with sophisticated
writing. Oliver’s sophomoric phraseology paired with a timidity to grapple with the
destruction of the natural world do not make her poetry “bad” per se, but it certainly
diminishes the authenticity and subtle political acumen present in the verse of other wellknown artists. There is a desperation in her work to distill the natural world to protect it
from the turmoil of the world beyond the foliage. To read an Oliver poem is to cradle a
fragile snow globe in the palms of your hands while admiring the small, picturesque
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world rendered in a bubble. It is ornamental, nostalgic, and best left on a shelf beyond
anyone’s reach.
This is perhaps harsh, but there is something to be said for art that instigates
awareness rather than idealistic sentimentality. Critic Jay Parini wrote in the introduction
to Poems for a Small Planet: Contemporary American Nature Poetry, “Nature is no
longer the rustic retreat of the Wordsworthian poet...[it] is now a pressing political
question, a question of survival.”16 It is not hard to grasp the mass appeal of Oliver’s
poetry considering its function as a literary palliative, a salve of language that does not
seek to heal ecological wounds as much as it seeks to alleviate personal ones. Below,
compare the work of lesser known poet laureate of Vermont, Chard deNiord’s,
“Confession of a Bird Watcher” to one of Oliver’s most recognizable poems “Wild
Geese.”
“Confession of a Bird Watcher”
Chard deNiord
The windows are dressed in feathers where the birds have
flown against
them,
then fallen below into the flowers where their bodies lie
grounded, still,
slowly disappearing each day until all that is left are their
narrow,
prehensile bones.
I have sat at my window now for years and watched a
hundred birds
mistake the glass for air and break their necks, wondering
what to do,
how else to live among them and keep my view.
Not to mention the sight of them at the feeder in the
morning,
especially the cardinal in snow.
What sign to post on the sill that says, "Warning, large
glass window.
Fatal if struck. Fly around or above but not away.
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There are seeds in the feeder and water in the bath.
I need you, which is to say, I'm sorry for my genius as the
creature inside
who attracts you with seeds and watches you die against
the window
I've built with the knowledge of its danger to you.
With a heart that rejects its reasons in favor of keeping
what it wants:
the sight of you, the sight of you.17

“Wild Geese”
Mary Oliver
You do not have to be good.
You do not have to walk on your knees
for a hundred miles through the desert repenting.
You only have to let the soft animal of your body
love what it loves.
Tell me about despair, yours, and I will tell you mine.
Meanwhile the world goes on.
Meanwhile the sun and the clear pebbles of the rain
are moving across the landscapes,
over the prairies and the deep trees,
the mountains and the rivers.
Meanwhile the wild geese, high in the clean blue air,
are heading home again.
Whoever you are, no matter how lonely,
the world offers itself to your imagination,
calls you like the wild geese, harsh and exciting—
over and over announcing your place
in the family of things.18

deNiord’s poetry addresses the confounding problem of human encroachment on
the natural world, oftentimes initiated under pretexts of kindness (e.g. hanging bird
feeders or placing water baths around a home,) only to inadvertently harm the creatures
he most admires. The poem itself is a meditation on interspecies cohabitation, on the
impossibility or moral quandary of trying to justify the writer’s desire to observe beauty
despite imperiling the creature’s life. Oliver’s poem is less concerned with the migratory
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patterns of the geese or the environmental integrity of the landscapes she evokes, and
more concerned with how to extract universal meaning from the natural world in which
she immerses herself. There is something about the lines “Tell me about despair, yours,
and I will tell you mine/ Meanwhile the world goes on,” that betrays Oliver’s signature
dismissal of grief, and yes, the world does go on, if only because fewer and fewer artists
care to ruminate on suffering in a way that threatens a perceived sense of foundation in
the natural world.
The problem with mooring one’s sense of clarity in nature is that it both reduces
the natural world to a majestic woodland amusement park, where outdoor recreation is
fetishized as a quaint undertaking for those seeking an anodyne solution to complex,
existential environmental problems, while simultaneously reinforcing harmful tropes
about the inexhaustible resilience of nature which minimizes the reader’s exposure to
unsettling paradoxes like those revealed in deNiord’s poem. Fundamentally, the
divergence in thought between Oliver and deNiord’s interaction with nature is what
makes deNiord’s work more compelling. I suggest Oliver writes from a position of
egocentricity while deNiord writes from an ecocentric vantage, a single consonant shift
which makes all the difference. Traditionally, egocentric qualities are defined by “having
or regarding the self or the individual as the center of all things,” which is not far
different than anthropocentrism, or “viewing and interpreting everything in terms of
human experience and values.” In interpreting her subject matter—be it owls, or rabbits,
or geese—Oliver frequently denies her environmental afflatus an autonomy which does
damage to the ecological project of speaking for species and lands that cannot speak for
themselves. Instead, Oliver reduces genuine awe for the natural world to sanguine
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platitudes which resonate with thousands of readers who want “feel-good” poetry in an
increasingly unstable world where ecological threats multiply daily.
The missing component of many a Mary Oliver poem might best be understood
through the writings of Jenny Odell, an Oakland based artist and educator, in her book
How to Do Nothing. Odell’s intrigue is rooted in “the ways in which attention (or lack
thereof) leads to consequential shifts in perception at the level of the everyday.”19 The
text functions as a meditation on the commodification of human attention, arguing that
both the overt and subtle cultural premiums placed on the pursuit of profit and “progress”
psychologically drains not only individuals, but communities as well. Odell suggests
reorienting attention with an emphasis on the restoration of context and nuance, so as to
resist cultural forces which serve to further alienate human from human and human from
place. Perhaps most importantly though, Odell instructs her readers how to resist
estrangement without extricating oneself from the project of civilization. She writes,
“And the impulse to say goodbye to it all, permanently, doesn’t just neglect our
responsibility to the world that we live in; it is largely unfeasible and for good reason.”20
Though Oliver’s work subscribes to some of the ideals Odell articulates, like deep
listening, defined as a “temporary suspension of judgement, and a willingness to receive
new information—whether pleasant, unpleasant, or neutral,”21 the corpus of her poetry
suffers from a scarcity of political discernment. The presence of political discernment
elevates art past the navel-gazing frill which appeal to readers who seek “realness”
without perturbance. What a reader leaves with is little more than a self-care manual
written in free verse. And, as Odell writes, it is not that self-care is an unworthy pursuit,
but that the term must be reimagined as “…self-care in the activist sense that Audre
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Lorde meant it in the 1980s when she said ‘caring for myself is not self-indulgence, it is
self-preservation, and that is an act of political warfare.”22
A British sculptor named Jason deCaires Taylor puts Odell’s theory into practice
by incorporating cultural and political trends he finds troubling into art. His unorthodox
practice of submerging his life-size sculptures underwater not only challenges his
audience to reconceptualize the idea of who art is created for and for what purpose, but
also actively benefits the marine ecosystems to which his work becomes homes. Under
the Endangered Species Act, 22 coral species are listed as threatened, and three are listed
as endangered, the difference between endangered and threatened being a classification
of magnitude whereby threatened species will likely become endangered species which
will then become either critically endangered, extinct in the wild, or fully extinct. As of
2019, scientists predict 90 percent of coral reefs will be in extinction by 2030.23 The
urgency of deCaires Taylor’s work cannot be overstated. When so little is known about
the ocean (indeed, only 20 percent of the ocean has been explored,) centering attention on
this unseen world, even if ironically so by placing sculpture in the round of the very
species responsible for the ocean’s ecosystem collapse, creates opportunities for
conscious-raising and advocacy, all while celebrating the beauty and mystery that
endures below the water’s glassy surface.

The Rhetorical Coralarium of Jason deCaires Taylor
Jason deCaires Taylor is an artist redefining what it means to utilize the natural
world to create art. “Earthworks,” sometimes referred to as “land art” or “earth art” is the
term for art made by “shaping the land or making forms in the land using natural
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materials like rocks or tree branches” that “range from subtle, temporary interventions in
the landscape to significant, sculptural, lasting alterations made with heavy earth-moving
machinery.”24 The Earthworks movement is perhaps best understood as an outgrowth of
Conceptualism—a movement that prizes ideas over aesthetic compositions—and
Minimalism—a movement that preferred to renounce the emotive excesses of abstract
expressionism—that calls attention to materiality of works instead of their overt
symbolism.
An artist who composes in the earthwork tradition tends to work with materials
found in nature or chemical elements within nature and then sculpt, paint, and mold those
materials into art. Unlike most art created now and throughout history, this movement
eschews permanency and instead emphasizes ephemerality. While many artists, curators,
and collectors painstakingly try to preserve their creations through the capable hands of
restoration artists, or in airtight vaults, an earthwork-oriented artist might actually
encourage nature’s erosions or alterations on their original works. That the movement got
its start in an upscale gallery is an ironic origin story given the innate intangibility and
marketability of works created in nature and set in specific environmental niches. Indeed,
most people, limited by time and travel restrictions, will likely not behold the original
work produced by these artists, only mechanical reproductions of the art, most often
displayed through photography and film and confined in the contrived hallways of
museums.
Arguably, however, the lack of physical proximity needed to witness the art
unmediated by secondary representations is a prominent and distinguishing feature of
Earthworks. What art critics now call “site-specific” art is heavily influenced by the work
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produced within this movement. The artist Robert Smithson, for example, best known for
his work Spiral Jetty on the Great Salt Lake in Utah, relies upon site-specific media to
reach a much larger audience. More remarkable for its size and materials than its artistic
genius, the piece has played a significant role in mediating conversations about land use

as the area surrounding the Great Salt Lake becomes more commercialized. The elusive
accessibility of earthwork pieces silently begs to question whether placing art outside the
purview of galleries or museums—and thus removing them from a market where value is

Figure 2: Spiral Jetty, Robert Smithson, 1970.
(Photography by Tom Smart, 2008)

appraised usually by the tastes of the nouveau riche—makes a bold political statement
about art that cannot be bought and sold because it belongs to the land. Furthermore,
earthwork artists challenge the idea that art can only be understood by direct visual
engagement while also renouncing the idea that art functions as a medium solely for
human appreciation.
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deCaires Taylor graduated from the London Institute of Arts in 1998 with a
bachelor’s degree in sculpture, and, if one discounts unintentional shipwrecks and the
myth of Atlantis, he has since created the world’s first underwater coralarium. A
coralarium is an underwater aquarium of sculpture gardens that have become home to
various marine life, corals being one of the most important species. The Latin suffix
arium means, or implies, artificiality, a reproduction of a natural environment or
ecosystem; however, while deCaires Taylor’s sculptures are replicas, the natural world
they inhabit is far from an imitation. Whether one labels his work an underwater museum
or an underwater sculpture park, deCaires Taylor has populated the ocean with over 850
life-size sculptures, creating an aquatic empire of immobilized humans living
symbiotically with the denizens of the ocean. In a reversal of evolutionary progression,
deCaires Taylor immerses and anchors the busts of humanity into the rich sands of the
primordial ecosystem, building from the theoretical foundations of land art and placing
his projects in remote regions where no artist has thought to go before.
deCaires Taylor has placed sculptures in Indonesia, the Maldives, Norway,
England, Lanzarote (a Spanish island), Grenada, the Bahamas, and Mexico. All of his
works are exceptional not only for their artistry but their political significance as well. Of
the many sculptures he has created, I have selected three that I would like to examine,
paying great attention to his rhetorical accomplishments and larger symbolic significance.
Though I have never personally witnessed deCaires Taylor’s original art, I have, as so
many Earthworks artists intend, observed his site-specific creations via print or digital
reproduction that reveal how deCaires Taylor, while calling attention to the calamity of
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climate change, simultaneously seeks to mitigate its devastating effects by producing
sculptures that diminish anthropocentric narcissism and work to restore a successful
ecological equilibrium.
Of the many sculptures he has created, the three I will examine are, starting on
terra firma, The Pride of Brexit, a mobile installation on the shores of the English
Channel that depicts three emaciated lions on the verge of death; followed by two
submerged works, Crossing the Rubicon, and The Raft of Lampedusa. All pieces confront
contemporary political and ideological conflicts while simultaneously evoking larger
conversations about the significant insignificance of humans and their purpose while
visiting planet earth. I use several rhetorical concepts, including reception theory, iconic
messaging, and perspective incongruity, to analyze the sculptures while also accounting
for the sociohistorical backstories that have rendered themselves well in service to artistic
intervention. This context is useful, for we often look to art for answers about ourselves
and to help us understand what we cannot communicate with language. Effective political
art holds up a mirror that reflects a society we sometimes do not see—or choose not to
see—by casting our eyes in a deadpan stare or by forcing us to see ourselves distorted
and misrepresented, as in a funhouse mirror, unaccountable to our true form. As Carlo
McCormick writes in his essay “Deep Seeing: Meaning and Magic in Jason deCaires
Taylor’s Otherworld,” “. . .the best art resides in mystery, mapping zones of experience
that no matter how frequently we return to them seem nearly uncharted.”25

Dieu Et Mon Droit and The Pride of Brexit
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“Dieu et mon droit” is the motto of the Monarch of the United Kingdom. It is
French and translates to “God and my right.” On the United Kingdom’s royal coat of
arms, it appears on the scroll below the English lion and the Scottish unicorn. It is alleged
to have existed after Richard I, of French descent, uttered the phrase as a battle cry.
Though he could not have known it then, this mantra would guide England throughout
the 17th Century as it sought to establish colonies, overseas trading posts, and
possessions. The phrase, “the empire on which the sun never sets” captured the reality of
England’s successful expansionist agenda. By the 19th and early 20th centuries England
had amassed more territory than any other empire in recorded history.
By the 1860s, however, Britain’s colonized territories, like New Zealand and
Jamaica, broke out in rebellion. In 1857, India rebelled against British occupation, and
though the natives ultimately failed to secure their sovereignty, they financially stunted
England and contributed to a growing sentiment of hostility toward their occupiers. The
end of the 19th century saw Germany’s rise to power, and consequent imperialist efforts
in Africa, which England sought to defeat, and did so at great cost, were succeeded soon
thereafter by WWI, during which England lost territories to the Japanese in Southeast
Asia. WWII, and the consequent independence of India, is the moment historians
conclude that the British Empire exerted its last breath. In the decades following WWII,
the U.S. and the U.S.S.R. dominated the world stage. Since World War II, Britain has
fallen from its former economic glory wrought by the hands of extorted labor and has
secured a spot second only to the U.S. in income inequality. Joseph Rowntree
Foundation, a UK-based social change organization, released data suggesting that one in
eight people in the UK are classified as working poor.”26 Despite a rise in the national
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living wage, a paltry £7.38—up from £7.20 an hour, the pay increase has been “far
outweighed by changes to tax credits and benefits designed to top up low wages.”27
These factors, and many more social inequities not mentioned herein, coalesced to
produce on June 23, 2016 a successful Brexit vote. The UK would leave the European
Union, and deCaires Taylor would create sculptures as a memento mori of Britain’s loss.
The Pride of Brexit (Figure 3) depicts the three lions, a figure commonly
associated with English heraldry, usually represented on battle shields. In more modern
times, the lion appears in sculpture form at locations deemed culturally significant to
English nationhood. Speculation suggests lions became the national animal of England
when they were confined to a menagerie in the Tower of London during the Middle
Ages. Far from the gallant lions depicted on the Royal Arms of England, the lions of
deCaires Taylor look more like the Barbary lions of the medieval menagerie must have
looked. Emaciated and prostrate in compromised positions, the sculpted lions cower
feebly in the wake of the English Channel’s waves, looking as if they might wash out to
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the sea with the receding tide. The art installation is a response to Brexit, but perhaps it
functions as a warning as well. Two sets of “Brexit” lions are installed in two locations:
the English Channel and London. In London, the sculptures crouch on the banks of the
Thames with parliament in the foreground. On the Thames site, Britain’s leave
demographic has graffitied and disfigured the lions with vitriolic, nationalistic
panegyrics. The withering lions in both locations starkly contrast the bronze lions
surrounding Nelson’s Column in Trafalgar Square, those symbolic lions of a nation that
never was and to which so many want to return. By utilizing such a common symbol in

Figure 3: The Pride of Brexit, Jason deCaires Taylor, 2019.
(Photography by Jason deCaires Taylor)

British culture, deCaires Taylor forces a conversation upon the public consciousness,
engaging both reactionary graffiti and commanding the attention of unassuming
61

passersby. For a nation accustomed to seeing the lion insignia on the jerseys of their
soccer heroes, the gaunt replicas are an unsettling presence in a nation so historically
proud of its people and accomplishments.
What must the tourist couple, returning from a tour of the Crown Jewels,
clutching large Burberry bags, think when they come across these tortured lions? They
create a disruption to say the least. Amid the throngs of consumers and tourists, in a
world that seems so fluid and dynamic, it is easy to forget this is the same nation that
voted to leave the European Union for sectarian economic gain and restricted access to
free movement. Just as it seemed the UK might become a world collaborator rather than a
world dominator, marginal referendum results indicated the nation would remove itself
from the forty-seven-year alliance.
Despite spending most of his childhood in Malaysia and having spent his most
formative years as a Britain, deCaires Taylor considers himself an Englishman. After The
Pride of Brexit statues were installed, deCaires Taylor released an artist statement
accompanying the work on his social media. Were there any misunderstandings about the
representativeness of his work, his strong written condemnation of the UK’s (though
predominantly England’s) decision to leave the European Union would set any onlookers
straight:
The Pride of Brexit is intended as a physical manifestation
of the effects of Brexit, a collective moment of self-harm
that has been inflicted upon us through lies and
propaganda, financed by a wealthy, unaccountable elite.
The three wretched lions frame Brexit as an act of gross
national flagellation. Situated on the shores of the English
Channel, surrounded by the iconic white cliffs, they are
washed up, exhausted, emaciated and dying. In London
they stand as monuments to our delusions, disfigured by the
toxic language of Brexit and its main protagonists. Sold to
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the population as regaining control and sovereignty of the
country, Brexit has divided us, threatened the Union of
Britain, caused billions of pounds worth of economic
damage, weakened our institutions, eroded our faith in
politicians, and opened the door for exploitation by large
corporations and unaccountable foreign interests. It has
undermined the UK ‘s reputation as a welcoming, open and
rational society and limited opportunities for our children.28
In addition to this metatextual statement, equally important to consider when
interpreting this installation is the location of the work in addition to the incongruity of
the lions’ physical existence on the English shoreline. Using Kenneth Burke’s concept of
perspective through incongruity, whereby dominant cultural narratives are challenged by
reconstituting the context in which they are apprehended, we can see how deCaires
Taylor effectively puts this rhetorical strategy to use. When considering location, it’s
significant to recall that the Battle of Trafalgar, won in 1805 by British Admiral Horatio
Nelson, after defeating French and Spanish navies so that English trade ships could
successfully navigate the English Channel and not be economically disadvantaged by
other European markets. By winning the battle, England maintained a vibrant mercantile
relationship with its neighboring nations. It is tremendously ironic, then, that the
emaciated lions find a home by the white cliffs of Dover along the English Channel,
suggesting that by willfully isolating themselves from the rules and trade agreements to
which EU members adhere, the UK has sabotaged the tremendous efforts of their nation’s
forebearers to remain connected and—as the EU’s statement of purpose proposes—break
down barriers to trade and borders.
Crossing the Rubicon
In an interview with Huffington Post reporter Elena Cué, Jason deCaires Taylor
outlined his idea for what would become his post-apocalyptic, massive, multi-piece
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sculpture in Lanzarote, Spain. In the interview, he sets the scene for us, describing
Lanzarote as a perfect place for an installation because of the island’s landscape of
“volcanoes, and terrains of dark lava [magma].” 29
The ocean deCaires Taylor uses for a canvas changes his project goals. The
Atlantic Ocean, for instance, is far colder and thus cannot sustain coral reefs, so he tries
to amend his sculptures so that they attract marine biomass—things like phytoplankton
and zooplankton—which will then attract filter feeders and other predatory fish. These
nuances are of the utmost importance to deCaires Taylor as he curates his coralarium. He
cites French oceanographer Jacques Cousteau as a major influence in how he has
cultivated the relationship between himself and his medium, the ocean. From Cousteau he
formulated the idea that “we must protect what we love,” which is a guiding principle as
he creates his art.
In his 2016 TED Talk, he expresses dismay that the same reverence humanity has
for the Sagrada Familia, the Louvre, and the Himalayas doesn’t translate into a deep
appreciation and will to preserve the oceans. Perhaps it is because we are inhabitants of
the “blue planet,” where oceans cover 71 percent of the planet’s surface, that we
minimize the sacredness of our waters. As deCaires Taylor remarks in his TED Talk, so
many of us look past the ocean to the horizon, forgetting to admire the intricate world of
our species origins below the surface. “Museums have that almost saintly aura and we
value them because they are places of preservation, conservation and education. They
keep and care for the objects we consider valuable simply for what they are,” deCaires
Taylor remarks to Cué, inadvertently divulging his reasoning for creating the world’s first
underwater museums.

64

Conceptually, the idea of building an underwater museum is both daunting and
intriguing. What materials can you use? Who will see your work? And, most important,
how can work within the Earthworks tradition allow one to create in harmony with the
natural world, without negatively altering the landscape? deCaires Taylor asked a better
question: What can I actively do to positively alter the seascape and its marine inhabitants
while also calling attention to and critiquing the human behaviors that have necessitated
anthropic intervention. Oh yeah, but make it art. Using a specially formulated, non-toxic
pH-neutral marine grade cement, deCaires Taylor assembles his sculptures, careful not to
smooth the surfaces of his sculptures’ skin so that coral larvae might adhere to the
abrasive surface and initiate the beginnings of an artificial reef. He will also carve in
nooks and holes within his pieces which provide shelter for crustaceans and fish.
The work is a direct response to the mass extinction of reefs generated by
anthropocentric climate change. According to the National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration (NOAA), the economic value of coral reef services (comprising industries
like tourism, fishing, and coastal protection) is estimated to total $3.4 billion, but this
number does not take into account the approximate $94 million is savings from flood
damages reefs prevent from occurring annually. Globally, reefs also account for the food,
income, and coastal protection of nearly 500 million people. The reef systems even rival
the biodiversity of tropical rainforests, as they account for the habitat of about 25 percent
of all marine life. Sadly, during the global bleaching event occurring from 2014 to 2017,
heat stress caused by warming sea surface temperatures contributed to the mass bleaching
of more than 75% of the world’s reefs.30
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These data are disturbing and should be alarming to anyone familiar with the
feedback loops triggered by disrupted homeostasis. Equally disturbing is the effort of
well-intentioned scientists trying to engineer genetically hardier hybrids of coral to
withstand the rising temperatures.31 The inventive effort of the scientists is noble, but the
scramble to intervene in a mess humankind has created by changing the affected
organisms rather than the behaviors that have made such drastic measures necessary is
misplaced. It speaks to a fatalistic predisposition in the scientific community that sees
humankind as incapable of rectifying an ideological value system that produces toxic
ecology.
I recently attended a webinar titled “Boil the Ocean,” and I have since learned it is
an idiomatic phrase meaning to undertake an impossible task or to make a job or project
unnecessarily difficult. The art of deCaires Taylor embraces the idea that the ocean is
already boiling, and our role as humans is to begin asking ourselves how we have
managed to jeopardize every nautical mile of something so vast. Thus, the impossible
task is not to boil the ocean but to restore it to the closest iteration of its original self.
Much like the human race itself, deCaires Taylor’s work is self-described as a
museum [with] each individual sculpture containing its own meaning, which suggests
that, although the pieces are standalone social commentaries, when combined, they begin
to reveal a narrative of perpetual ignorance and greed. The seabed installations
purposefully catalogue the seemingly mundane actions of their continental-dwelling
counterparts, invoking both the temporality of our time on Earth and the inanities we
engage in without regard for the ecological consequences of our indulgences.
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Such is the case of the installation Bankers. In the piece, men in identical business
attire bury their heads in the sand, their briefcases and calculators inert by their sides.
They are so indistinguishable from one another it is likely they were all cast from the
same mold. Even as they bury their heads, a universal sign of willful ignorance, they still
manage to face the same direction. In the photograph of the work, cobalt blue waters fade
into a turquoise gradient. It appears there is nothing else occupying the space for miles in
any direction, except for the bankers, likely denoting the logical end to late capitalism’s

Figure 4: Bankers, Jason deCaires Taylor, 2012.
(Photography by Jason deCaires Taylor)

quest for infinite growth at the cost of environmental collapse. With nothing else left to
extort, the bankers assume a prayer-like position, which deCaires Taylor says, in a social
media post, “aims to depict a shifting in values and misplaced emphasis toward monetary
remuneration.”32 Bankers is a part of the Museum of Sub-aquatic Art (MUSA) in
Cancun, Mexico. Close in proximity to the Mesoamerican Reef (the second largest in the
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world,) the five bankers are pieces in a larger project intended to divert amateur divers
away from more at-risk segments of the reef which have previously suffered the
unintentional consequences of their clumsy snorkeling.
The impetus for the installation came from a climate change conference deCaires
Taylor attended, where he felt attendees were making “loud acknowledgement about the
issue” but not “sticking their neck out.”33 The divers he attracts to his underwater
museums observe marine life in various stages of reclaiming his work. Thus, the fragile
ecosystems of existing reefs are protected. Interestingly, in a display of poetic justice,
deCaires Taylor leaves a space between the bankers’ legs for crustaceans and juvenile
fish to breed and inhabit. Now, instead of invading the territory of such creatures with,
say, offshore oil drilling sanctioned by financiers, the ocean’s inhabitants have the
opportunity to take up residence in the groins of Goldman Sachs executives.
His work Crossing the Rubicon addresses similar subject matter. Located in the
village of Lanzarote in the Canary Islands, the piece is a far more ominous representation
of the enormous challenge civilization faces in addressing climate change. In the
installation, 41 life-size figures amble in various directions toward a 98-foot-long wall
with a small, door frame-sized passageway cut into the middle. deCaires Taylor has
commented that the work is a reflection of the absurdity of barriers, both on land and sea.
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Figure 5: Crossing the Rubicon, Jason deCaires Taylor, 2017.
(Photography by Jason deCaires Taylor)

After the wall’s installation ends, the ocean expands infinitely with its aquatic
occupants drifting back and forth across the superimposed border without incident. “It
emphasizes that the notions of ownership and territories are irrelevant to the natural
world,” deCaires Taylor reflects in his artist statement. “In times of increasing patriotism
and protectionism,” he continues, “the wall aims to remind us that we cannot segregate
our oceans, air, climate, or wildlife as we do our land and possessions.”34
The title of the piece is a reference to Julius Caesar crossing the Rubicon river in
northern Italy, thus instigating the Roman Civil War that would result in Caesar’s
dictatorial rule of the Roman Empire. The phrase has become synonymous with passing a
point from which there is no return. In this way, the wall with the miniscule opening
becomes a commentary on the closely approaching deadline to prevent irreversible
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damage resulting from anthropocentric climate change. All of deCaires Taylor’s
sculptures face the same direction as they walk toward the narrow threshold. As they
“march,” algae and barnacles find homes on their frames, as if to remind observers of the
frames’ ephemerality, of how quickly the human forms collapse and return to their
elemental composites on the seafloor.

Telling Stories Formerly Swallowed by the Sea

Figure 6: The Raft of Lampedusa, Jason deCaires Taylor, 2019.
(Photography by Jason deCaires Taylor)

The final sculpture I examine pays homage to refugees and the terrors they endure
while seeking a better life and social mobility abroad. The Raft of Lampedusa
memorializes the story of Abdel Kader, a refugee from Laayoune, the largest city in
Western Sahara. The sculpture, which depicts thirteen refugees tightly packed on an
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inflatable dinghy, is derivative of Théodore Géricault’s painting The Raft of the Medusa.
Géricault’s painting, completed in 1818, depicts the tragic story of passengers of the
French naval frigate, “The Medusa,” which ran aground near Mauritania and was
abandoned. The mission of those on the ship was to reclaim Senegal from the British.
Many prominent politicians and soldiers were on board, as well as French settlers who
were to remain in Senegal to colonize the nation. Problems arose when the ship ran
aground and began to flood. The Medusa’s captain had a carpenter on board fashion a
massive raft from the vessel’s lumber. Those who were not of an upper class or high rank
were annexed to the raft, while the wealthy and influential passengers were placed in The
Medusa’s limited supply of lifeboats. The intention was for the lifeboats to tow the raft to
shore, but after the lifeboat rowers realized that the raft was too heavy to pull, they cut
the lines securing the lifeboats to the raft. Much like deCaires Taylor’s decision to sculpt
The Raft of Lampedusa, Géricault’s depiction of the abandoned voyagers was a
dissenting act of defiance, one that ensured political censure from the highbrow academic
art world in France. In the 19th Century, large paintings were usually reserved for
depicting acts of valor or self-sacrifice. The chaos and suffering of Géricault’s subjects
defies the traditional expectation of the era’s composition topic, and yet Géricault
manages to work within traditional forms. His placement of bodies in the painting are
reminiscent of the studies trained artists would complete by learning the forms of Greek
and Roman sculpture. The passengers on the lower half of the raft are rotting or dying,
but as one’s eyes follow the contours of the structure upwards; she confronts the hopeful
enthusiasm of passengers waving their clothing at an unseen entity to signal their plea for
rescue.
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The Raft of Lampedusa is in many ways a contemporary reiteration of Géricault’s
original sentiment. By using the story of Abdel Kader, he repurposes the political
insinuation of Géricault’s painting by suggesting that the refugees are the members of a
cultural raft that is continuously severed by those who are fortunate enough to have
secured a lifeboat by virtue of birth or social status before they even have a chance of
seeing mainland. Lampedusa is an Italian island frequently targeted by migrants as an
entry point to Europe. Accordingly, the raft traveling to Lampedusa is both a symbol of
tremendous hope and great loss. Kader (13 when he first sailed to Lanzarote) sits atop the
front of the dinghy, scanning the horizon for someone to acknowledge his humanity and
save him from the fate of the many migrants before him who were never able to feel solid
ground beneath their feet again. That the sculpture rests eternally on a sandbank also
captures another truth of the refugee crisis, already partially attributable to the effects of
climate change: many migrants will needlessly die, and they won’t be remembered or
temporarily immortalized by the efforts of deCaires Taylor. Even now, if one compares
the photographs of The Raft of Lampedusa, juxtaposing its initial installation and its
current iteration, she will note how algae and coral larvae have embraced the weary
travelers as no human could.

The Function of Art in Communicating Climate Change
Prominent artists in a variety of disciplines have expressed the notion that art’s
higher purpose should be to question dominant cultural value systems that estrange
citizens from the consequences of their behavioral actions. Serbian conceptual and
performance artist Marina Abramović once stated in an interview that “The function of
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the artist in a disturbed society is to give awareness of the universe, to ask the right
questions, and to elevate the mind.” And while we need art that gives awareness to the
universe by finding the universe in the supposed quotidian (as much of Mary Oliver’s
literature does), I would argue that art that asks the “right” questions deserves far more
recognition than it currently receives. What exactly are the right questions? They must be
questions that render answers which are political, probing, earnest, unpretentious,
righteous, penetrating, accessible, and unbeholden to the interests of profitability and
politesse. In my estimation, deCaires Taylor's work proves an exceptional case study in
how art can be aesthetically intriguing to audiences without sacrificing crucial political
insights that elevate art beyond personally gratifying, visually compelling experiences to
creative campaigns with purpose which instigate dialogues that redefine our
understanding of ourselves and our relations to the world by which we are surrounded.
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CHAPTER 3
What we need now are heroes and heroines, about a million of them, one brave deed is worth a
thousand books. Sentiment without action is the ruin of the soul.
Edward Abbey, Beyond the Wall

It was not until a few years ago that I began feeling acute guilt for performing the
mundane actions necessary to sustain my existence. To be sure, I had always sensed a
pervasive shame for the burden my first world lifestyle placed on the planet: flying to
Scotland for a summer, buying an Apple watch under the auspices that I would be more
active if I saw how sedentary I truly was, throwing away a Styrofoam takeout container
because I had forgotten to ask to substitute my own glass containers—actions like these
were always accompanied by an internal monologue of self-flagellation for how
hypocritical it was of me to partake in these choices while identifying as an
environmentalist. Whether it is a function of being poor, or ecologically minded, or both,
I have found ways to atone for my transgressions. Most of my clothing comes from
secondhand clothing exchange shops or Goodwill, when possible I bike to work or take
public transit, I try to eat as little red meat as possible and admire the discipline of
vegetarians and vegans, I carry canvas bags to grocery stores, I check the bottoms of all
plastics for recycling logos and have pulled many a cardboard toilet paper role from
wastebaskets destined for the landfill, I try to use soaps and cleaning agents that are
devoid of the sulfates, dyes, and parabens that pollute water sources. And yet, no action
feels sufficient, especially in western Pennsylvania (where I reside) where the idea of
going out of one’s way to mitigate anthropocentric modifications of the environment is
something only “libtards” do.
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I once came across a woman on YouTube, now a leading voice in the waste-free
lifestyle social media influencer world (move over, Kim Kardashian) who claimed to
have fit all of her waste from the past four years into a 16 oz. Mason jar. She looks like
what the people who live in Vermont might call a “granola” person, what with her
slender build, earth-toned clothing, and apartment with small plants scattered about the
windowsills. The woman, Lauren Singer, went on to run a sustainable lifestyle website
called “Trash is for Tossers” which features an “environmentally friendly” shop where
you can find anything from bento boxes made from anodized aluminum to bamboo
toothbrushes, and though all items are somewhat cost prohibitive, Singer’s concept is
theoretically admirable, although I am reminded of the wise words of artist Jonathan
Herrera that if solutions are inaccessible to the poor they are neither radical nor
revolutionary.
It is quite difficult to live a waste-free life, especially when one considers the
statistic that the average American generates about 4.5 pounds of trash per day.1 Despite
our national population comprising only 4 percent of the global population, Americans
are responsible for producing 12 percent of the planet’s total waste. While China and
India’s populations produce 27 percent of the planet’s waste, their combined population
of 2.7 billion (compare to America’s 327 million) manages to produce “only twice the
amount of garbage that we [Americans] do.”2
It is quite obvious that the U.S. is for many—at least those of us fortunate enough
to have been born into economic security or to have achieved some modicum of financial
solvency— a land of excesses. Instead of reallocating excess, American’s hoard it, and if
hoarding abundance was not bad enough, Americans profess great pride in their “ability”
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to accumulate such wealth. What becomes of this wealth are the customary excesses of
American society. Consider the following, if a small business is successful, it is rare for
the business to continue operation at its current scale. Rather, as sales grow, companies
expand, and what was once an industry that fulfilled a community need is redesigned to
accommodate the desires of an expanded consumer market. What was once a unique and
self-sustaining business is now a franchise, beholden to shareholders, whose raison d'être
is to increase profitability at all costs. Employees are hired in such a way so as to absolve
the company of its obligation to provide benefits, like healthcare and paid-time-off, to
staff who are essential to the business’s profitability. They are paid the lowest wage
mandated by law, are often dissatisfied with the restricted autonomy and perpetual
monotony of their job’s demands and have little personal investment in the company’s
longevity due to an unreciprocated dedication on behalf of the employer. The owner of
the business no longer knows his customers by name, nor do the employees know who
they work for besides some nebulous, faceless figure in a suit. But the excesses promised
to those who excel in this model are intoxicating, especially so if one has been pacified
by the promise of material comforts and the associated respectability reserved for those
of elite social status.
For instance, my neighbors who are generally pleasant people seem to have
succumbed to this lifestyle. There are three of them: a woman, a man, and their child who
live up the road in an enormous four-bedroom, four-bathroom house. They own two
Chevy Suburbans, which have an EPA estimated fuel economy of 8 mpg and can seat the
same number of people. Once, when I was playing fetch with my dog in the field outside
of our home, the young boy who lives next door, Alex, came out to talk to me. He told

78

me about the “secret basement” in the house up the road, where the couple’s child played
with Alex in a room filled with hundreds of toys her parents had bought her. I can
admittedly only speculate however, that their lives revolve around grueling hours to

Figure 7: Lauren Singer and her jar.
(Photography by Lauren Singer)

support their expensive tastes as evidenced by the family dog they keep in a crate, which
barks throughout the day in their garage while they are at work.
Though I don’t mean to suggest my neighbors are intrinsically bad people, I do
wish to convey that the material comforts they have at their disposal makes the prospect
of them ever relinquishing these luxuries in the way that someone like Lauren Singer has
is highly unlikely. Yet, Singer’s approach to sustainability suffers from some of the same
capitalist traps ensnaring my neighbors. She doesn’t, for instance, account for the
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prohibitive costs of embarking on a zero-waste lifestyle, which may sound
counterintuitive, but switching to organically made, sustainably sourced products is far
more expensive than what can be produced in a lab with synthetic chemicals for a
fraction of the cost. Singer also fails to consider that most of her audience does not have
access to the same resources she has as a resident of New York City. Even the jar where
she claims to have stored her waste from the last four years is a misleading symbol. The
remains of waste that go into the jar only signify her consumption, or at least what she
deems worthy of counting in the jar, without symbolically reckoning with the materials
economy that brought the product into her life (i.e. extraction, production, distribution,
consumption, and then disposal) which results in the flawed logic that if she is not
personally discarding the waste, then there is no other waste associated with the product.
One particular commenter on a video critiquing Singer’s approach succinctly divulges the
point I’m trying to raise:
This is why people say there is no ethical consumption
under capitalism: you can try as hard as you want to
minimize your impact environmentally but you have no
control over the ethical and environmental violations made
by those who produce the things you need. What Lauren is
doing is not only disingenuous in that she is lying about the
amount of waste she herself is actually making, but is
literally overseeing a business that does the same thing she
is so against—making large amounts of waste and
convincing her consumers that they are responsible [for the
waste] in order to make money.
It is hard to be critical of someone who is, at the very least, trying to limit their
own consumption even if it takes more energy and thoughtfulness on their behalf to make
ecologically sound choices rather than choices of aesthetic preference or convenience.
When I examine the divergent lifestyles of opulence and minimalism, a larger part, and
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perhaps more important part of the conversation is lost, and that is the idea of how
relatively small the consumer’s actions of defiance are in the face of multinational
corporations’ control over the supply chain. It is the environmentalist’s “chicken or the
egg” causality dilemma: Which entity bears the most responsibility for the generation of
waste and pollution, the industry which produces the product for consumers, or the
consumers who drive the demand behind the need for a given product? In answering this
question, I am tempted to consider external costs, or what economists call “externalities,”
a term which assesses the affects incurred by third parties as consequence, not choice, of
an agreement between two other parties. This theory suggests that all of the unforeseen
costs of climate change are not accounted for in the price at which a commodity sells.
Some of these unforeseen (or purposefully minimized) costs might be things like
pollution, loss of biodiversity, and disease. These costs are past forward in time, and thus
become the problem of whichever generation has the misfortune of realizing these
consequences. If externalities were accounted for in the price of an item, everything
would be far more expensive, therefore, economists theorize that demand would shrink as
prices rise, which would in turn incentivize both companies and consumers to produce
and purchase items of higher quality (think greater durability, versatility, repairability,
and recyclability.)
The reality is that we live in a capitalist state where consumers have a say in what
products survive on the market, while the ultimate selection of products offered on the
market is in the hands of private companies. Path dependency and the monopolistic
tendencies of these companies limit the range of products offered, which in turn limits the
range of selection for consumers, who can’t exactly be blamed for their choices if no
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environmentally sound option is available. Consumption is an expression of need which
logically precedes production, but, and this is increasingly so, production often precedes
need, as evidenced by new product development and marketing which addresses “needs”
that didn’t exist or weren’t expressed.
While it is unfair to assign total blame to the private industries who develop these
frivolous products, it is not unwarranted to allocate the bulk of accountability to these
companies. Afterall, a mere 100 companies are responsible for 71 percent of the world’s
greenhouse gas emissions since recording began in 1988.3 However, even if society
manages to point fingers correctly, how does this change the trajectory of global
warming? If neither side accepts responsibility, whether it is executives in Exxon
boardroom meetings or residents of North America choosing to vacation in the Maldives,
gratifying short-term desires has detrimental unforeseen consequences.
All of this is to say that, as I said in the opening sentence of this chapter, I’m
incapable of not feeling a sense of acute guilt for performing the mundane actions
necessary to sustain my existence, worsened by the knowledge that it does not have to be
this way. Long showers with hot water, drying my clothes in a machine instead of
hanging them out on the clothesline, throwing away leftovers growing mold in the
refrigerator, tossing unread election-related mail directly into the recycling bin, owning
clothing that was inevitably made by exploited individuals thousands of miles away who
are polluting their own water and land at the expense of my fashion choices. I sometimes
wonder if others in my generation are as distressed about the fate we are creating for
ourselves. Oftentimes, I feel that the links between human wellbeing and the sanctity of
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the environment are vastly underestimated, and by this I mean that the feelings of shame,
remorse, and dread all manifest into bleak prospects that hinder a generation’s
ability to dream.
The existential threat inherited predominantly by my generation (Millennials) and
the generation after, Generation Z, makes prospects of planning for the future seem futile.
I used to worry about going to law school because of the large student loans I would

Figure 8: Student at UVM’s 2019 Climate Strike.
(Photography by Emma Giering)

acquire, but when I think about all that I have read about the probability of catastrophic
change, money seems as useless as a J.D. in a post-growth1 society. Those who are aware
of and choose to confront the enormous grief of a threatened world exist in a state of

1

Post-growth is an economic model which posits that a.) total debt always expands in a modern capitalist
system, setting us up for economic collapse, and b.) the total ecological footprint always expands in a
modern capitalist system, setting us up for environmental collapse.
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what Bill McKibben termed “ambient sadness,”4 omnipresent but buffered by the
language of futurity. Reporting of mental disorders jettisoned over the last decade, and
many psychologists correlate this phenomenon at least partially to the oppressive reality
of global warming. The suffering is broadly categorized as “acute” and “chronic,” where
an example of acute consequences would be the immediate panic and fear experienced in
a community following a natural disaster, like a wildfire, where “damage to social or
community infrastructural components, such as food systems and medical services”
occur, while chronic consequences of warming, like rising sea levels or biodiversity loss,
cause enduring psychological torment in forms ranging from depression, to loss of
personal and occupational identity, to feelings of “helplessness, fear, and fatalism.”5 Of
particular interest to me is the term “solastalgia,” characterized as “ a feeling that they
[people] are losing a place that is important to them…a sense of desolation and loss
similar to that experienced by people forced to migrate from their home environment.”6
Given that these psychological ailments are going to grow worse in the coming
years, and that they will likely be exacerbated by widening income inequality, and wellintentioned lifestyle influencers who find ways to commodify sustainability, is it
irrational to accept the maxim attributed to Fredric Jameson that it is easier to imagine the
end of the world than it is the end of capitalism? The adage might be understood as an
indictment of the ruling class, or ruling elite, so intoxicated by power that destroying the
habitability of the planet is far more imaginable than a deacceleration of neoliberalism.
British theorist Mark Fisher describes this presumption of capitalist permanency as
“capitalist realism,”1 and suggests that the very questioning of the supremacy of capitalist

2

In Fisher’s own words capitalist realism is “the widespread acceptance that there is no alternative to
capitalism.” It is an ideological resignation of sorts.
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ideology relegates the dissident to the periphery of the Overton window. He writes, “An
ideological position can never be really successful until it is naturalized, and it cannot be
naturalized while it is still thought of as a value rather than a fact.”7 And, perhaps most
alarmingly, under this neo-liberal variety of capitalism, all values, ideas, and even people
stand to be commodified, commercialized, and conventionalized, respectively.
Specifically, in relation to reconciling climate change, Fisher writes:
Instead of saying that everyone—i.e. every one—is
responsible for climate change, we all have to do our bit, it
would be better to say that no-one is, and that’s the very
problem. The cause of eco-catastrophe is an impersonal
structure which, even though it is capable of producing all
manner of effects, is precisely not a subject capable of
exercising responsibility. The required subject—a
collective subject—does not exist, yet the crisis, like all the
other global crises we’re now facing, demands that it be
constructed.8

A number of writers, however, suggest that it is too late to cobble together a
“collective subject,” or a unified ideological response to the impersonal political
structure of capitalism to which we have become so accustomed. Sucker for polemics
that I am, I first came across the Dark Mountain Project (DMP) in the early stages of my
readings for this paper. I was enamored with the notion expressed in DMP’s manifesto, a
twelve-paged jeremiad on the failed narratives of Western civilization that have led to
this particular epoch.
When I was elementary school-age, I developed an affinity for the “Choose Your
Own Adventure” book series whose premise was that the reader was the protagonist of
the story (the stories were written in second-person point of view) and would make
choices throughout the text that would lead to different plot outcomes. Looking ahead to
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read the plots in advance ruined the mystery of the outcome, as well as the possibility of
experiencing the humorous frustration of the story ending far too abruptly, returning one
to a literary checkpoint to try another scripted decision. I have found that our society—
and I can only speak of my experience as a citizen of the U.S.— interacts with global
warming in much the same way I apprehended my “Choose Your Own Adventure”
books. There seems to be some sort of low-stakes nonchalance by which we map our
trajectory to solving this ecological existential problem. Collectively, we seem to think
that if errors jeopardize our own ability to complete our story (that of the human race),
we will simply have the option of atoning for our missteps by resetting the trajectory
with the same thoughtless overconfidence in the next available scenario we choose to
engage. The problem, obviously, is that treating the threat of global warming like a
children’s adventure book can have, and is in fact having, profoundly distressing
consequences on the environment. The DMP organization operates a literary movement
around the guiding principle that both reckless profit-oriented decision-making and
pervasive recalcitrance to disturb familiar sociopolitical order will ultimately be
civilization’s undoing. It was founded in 2009 by British writers Paul Kingsnorth and
Dougald Hine, who like Hannah Holleman mentioned in Chapter 1, “challenge the
stories which underpin our civilization: the myth of progress, the myth of human
centrality, and the myth of separation from nature.”9 Kingsnorth’s largest contribution to
the dialogues surrounding climate change are his musings on the appropriateness of
resigning oneself to the reality that it is too late to prevent the most damning aspects of
living in a warming world. In his article for The New York Times, journalist Daniel
Smith suggests Kingsnorth perceives that “the only hope he [Kingsnorth] has abandoned
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is false hope,” and that this sentiment pervades the DMP collective. Writer and activist
Naomi Klein concurs with the function of DMP, suggesting: “Faced with ecological
collapse, which is not a foregone result, but obviously a possible one, there has to be a
space in which we can grieve.”10 Grief is a light word for describing the contents of the
DMP manifesto, however, as it reads more like an indictment of all that humankind has
forsaken. Kingsnorth and Hine articulate in the manifesto that a consistent belief in the
illusion of stability is one of the sole reasons humanity is able to continue functioning
and remain economically productive despite the onset of ecological destruction. Doris
Lessing, in her novel The Golden Notebook, echoes this sentiment, writing “In all of us
brought up in a Western democracy there is this built-in belief that freedom and liberty
will strengthen, will survive pressures, and the belief seems to survive any evidence
against it. The belief is probably in itself a danger.”11 In fact, the book’s title, Walking
On Lava, is derived from a Bertrand Russel musing, where Russell had compared “the
thought of morally tolerable human life” to “a dangerous walk on a thin crust of barely
cooled lava which at any moment might break and let the unwary sink into fiery
depths.”12
The psychological toll of constantly expecting the world to crumble beneath one’s
feet is draining and fosters the presence of cynicism in one’s interactions with the world.
Kingsnorth and the writers and artists featured in DMP accept this cynicism as part of
the process of grieving what they see as the inevitability of irreversible warming and an
uninhabitable world.
Kingsnorth’s life looks a bit like this: He and his family—a wife, daughter, son
and dog—emigrated to rural Ireland after years of living in English townhomes, seeking
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an asylum of sorts from the unsustainable commercialization and industrialization of
urban living. On his homestead he plants his own orchards and tends to a large garden
and a greenhouse, his children cuddle the chickens they keep in a nearby coop and
collect their eggs, their mother, an English-Punjabi woman named Jyoti, homeschools
the two children. Though the home has wi-fi and electricity, Kingsnorth intentionally
disabled the home’s plumbing system so that their own waste could be composted and
repurposed. The children seem well-adjusted and content, either oblivious or
unconcerned about the world that exists outside their remote plot of land in the Irish
countryside. In his younger years, Kingsnorth was an agitator known for placing his
body between the environment and the human designs that threatened its integrity, but as
the years progressed, he became disenchanted with the environmental movement and the
proliferation of “sustainability” marketing in the corporate world. Every small victory he
watched green NGOs and climate justice groups achieve seemed to dwarf in comparison
to the reckless abandon by which economic “progress” was being made.
This disillusionment was eventually traced to what Kingsnorth perceived as a
bastardization of the core definition of what it means to call oneself an environmentalist.
According to Kingsnorth, identifying as an environmentalist once meant questioning
what was best for the complex, interconnected life on earth, and how one could live in
such a way so as to preserve this fragile and miraculous equilibrium. After decades of
acquiescing to corporations and forming alliances with the very institutions responsible
for ecological destruction, Kingsnorth suggests that identifying as an environmentalist
now indicates someone whose primary question centralizes human entitlement: how can
humankind maintain our lifestyle while inflicting as little harm on the natural world as
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possible? To Kingsnorth then, what it now means to be an environmentalist is
synonymous with “human survivalism.”13
As self-interest eclipsed an unconditional advocacy for the natural world,
Kingsnorth began to see what prevented significant progress in the environmental justice
movement: the ultimate solution would not be found in scientific breakthroughs (like
nuclear fusion) or technological quick fixes (like lab-grown meat), but in revolutionary
shifts in cultural behavior. This realization was a non-starter for Kingsnorth.
Without the cultural shift commandeering the environmentalist agenda, the idea
that climate change could be substantively mitigated before the worst effects of the
warming took place dwindled to an impossibility in Kingsnorth’s mind. A telling
segment from the Daniel Smith article mentioned above depicts the logical conclusion to
this rather drastic rejection and withdrawal from a multifaceted movement. In the
interview segment, DMP co-founder Dougald Hine equates the acceptance of the true
scale of climate change with the terminally ill patient’s acceptance of death.
Hine compared coming to terms with the scope of
ecological loss to coming to terms with a terminal illness.
“The feeling is a feeling of despair to begin with, but within
that space other things begin to come through.” Yet
arriving at this acute state of “awareness of what’s worth
doing with the time you’ve got left” isn’t always easy for
Dark Mountain’s followers. “Some people come here,”
Hine told me, “they get very excited by the fact that people
are inspired, and they go: ‘Right! Great! So what’s the
plan?’ He and Kingsnorth have worked hard to check this
impulse, seeing Dark Mountain as a space to set aside what
Kingsnorth refers to as “activist-y” urges.14
There are a few incongruities with this association. First, consider that terminal
illness is something very much experienced on an individual basis whereas climate
change is a scientific diagnosis carrying implications for the entirety of the planet. Those
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who are aware of their impending mortality should be granted the according flexibility
when making decisions about their end of life preparations without the same scrutiny
reserved for those abdicating their civic responsibility to fight for the planet. For instance,
I recently prepared a dinner for a woman in our community and her four children. The
woman, a single mother living in subsidized housing in rural Pennsylvania, was recently
diagnosed with stage 4 bile duct cancer which had already spread to her bones. As I
waited for the pasta to cook, I searched the internet for the survivability odds for someone
with this disease, and the results were not inspiring. Over a five-year timespan, the
likelihood of living is, at best, 15 percent, and, at worst, 2 percent.
When I pulled into her apartment complex’s parking lot later that evening, she
and her children were just pulling into the lot as well. I had never met her before, but
when her son jumped out of the driver’s side and came to the passenger side to act as a
fairly young woman’s chaperone, I quickly deduced she must have been the woman with
cancer. I handed her and her children the pans of baked ziti, garlic bread, and frozen
veggies and she thanked me with tears brimming in her eyes. Later that evening I
searched her name on Facebook and saw her posts documenting her chemotherapy
treatments. Whether it was for the comfort of her children, a denial of her life expectancy,
or an adherence to the unspoken function of Facebook as a digital bulletin to flaunt one’s
successes, she did not mention feeling pain, or grief, or anger at the randomness and
unfairness of her condition. Instead, she seemed to be fighting for more time among the
living, especially her children.
An acceptable response to a marginal chance of remission or eradication would
also have been not to treat the disease, thereby refusing to resign what could very well be
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the last years of one’s life to the slow IV drip of poison used in palliative chemotherapy.
Another acceptable response could also have been bitterness and resentment directed
toward the others around her, the ungracious people who endlessly took for granted their
vitality. But she did not indulge either of these responses. Instead, she directly confronted
the burden, if not for herself, for her children, who she must have believed deserved to
remember that their mother wanted to be with them until the cancer cells finally had the
last word.
I mention this lengthy aside because I think it exposes a major flaw I had
previously overlooked in the DMP’s perspective. Whether it is a cancer diagnosis or the
bleaching of coral reefs, how any given human decides to react to the information in the
window of time they are given says a lot about the values and the privileges of the
person. It is tempting to embrace fatalism when it is much easier than resolving to
commit oneself to the eternal project of mitigating as much suffering and needless
destruction as possible even in the face of hopelessness. I have a small flyer I keep on my
desk, made by my dear friend John Vincent, of a quote from U.S Marine veteran Ehren
Tool, that reads “There’s nothing I do, I think, that is going to change the world, but
there’s nothing in the world that releases me from my obligation to try.”
I understand the impulse that animates Paul Kingsnorth. It is an impulse I too
indulge in my imagination’s fantasies, a fantasy of saving enough money to buy a small
parcel of land and erect an equally small home within it, surrounding myself with nature,
working to satiate my modest needs, living as lightly as I can on the planet until I rejoin it
in my old age. To his credit, Kingsnorth does not deny his selfishness in his retreating to
the Irish countryside; instead, his flaw lies in his inability to understand that the vast
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majority of the world’s population cannot live, much like the aforementioned Miss.
Singer, the same lifestyle he leads, even if they wanted to do so. What people can do is
adopt the positive and more universally applicable contributions of DMP’s cultural
criticism, chiefly:
1. That the idea that progress is a myth which has generated a widespread faulty
belief in the importance of constantly striving toward a western notion of
perfection. It does not matter if this perfection is actually unattainable, as it is the
animus to pursue it that is integral to preventing the social order from unraveling.
2. That the human effort to declare our species separate from and superior to the
natural world has wrought catastrophic consequences which so endanger the
environment that humans become collateral of their own designs.
3. That the environmental movement has largely been co-opted by corporate
interests so that the buzzwords of “sustainability” and “ethical consumption”
prevail over the more meaningful examinations of the values and priorities
emerging from a post- industrialized nation.
4. That a Freudian inability to internalize the severity of the crisis due to the facts of
the collapse not comporting with the palatable stories of resilience and
technological salvation is underwriting a lack of warranted consternation and
social uprising.
5. That the story of civilization is “the story of human centrality, of a species
destined to be lord of all it surveys, unconfined by the limits that apply to other,
lesser creatures,”15 and it is precisely because the story is understood so literally
that a premium should be placed on the artists of this generation to reclaim and
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champion new stories. Kingsnorth writes: “The [myth of civilization] has led the
human race to achieve what it has achieved; and has led the planet into the age of
ecocide. The two are intimately linked. We [DMP] believe they must be
decoupled if anything is to remain.”16 Storytelling must serve a higher function
than entertainment.
Likewise, readers can implement the positive “back-to-the-land” practices
Kingsnorth embodies at their own discretion. At the very least, even if these steps never
undermine the larger systemic apparatus that perpetuates global warming, it at least gives
people the opportunity to improve and restore their own estranged human connection to
the natural world. If Kingsnorth is right, and all these well-intentioned gestures are
ineffective in the face of capitalist realism, and even if the worst case scenarios of climate
modeling manifest into inevitabilities, there is importance in knowing—should this future
come— that you, and I, and millions of others demanded accountability, dug our heels in,
and fought for the vision of the world in which we wanted to live.
The unrest I sense in Kingsnorth’s reckoning of the world is an enduring conflict
between living for the fulfillment of self, and living, at least in a general sense, for the
fulfillment of others. Despite declaring himself a recovering environmentalist, I believe
he is too aware, too informed, of the ramifications of allowing the defiled definition of
an environmentalist to eclipse what it truly should mean. I believe that this knowledge
keeps him up at night and estranges him from his fellow human beings. However, as I
show in the following section, conservancy advocacy has enormous potential to cultivate
interconnection not only with the land, but with other advocates who share a sense of
commitment to the unsung virtue of preservation.
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Sentiment with Action
Previously in this chapter, I mentioned the term solastalgia, the feeling that a
place of importance is in the process of or is already lost. It might best be compared to
the feeling that comes over one when they watch a documentary like David
Attenborough’s A Life on Our Planet, which features segments of orangutans milling
about the heavily deforested Borneo rainforest, picking over the ruins of vegetation from

Figure 9: Bornean Orangutans.
(Photography by Ulet Ifansasti for Getty Images)

their former home which was likely cleared to plant oil palms used in the production of
everything from lipstick to biodiesel. I’m not sure what it is about the creatures, whether
it is the 97 percent shared DNA with humans or their enormous, gentle faces, but having
never spent a physical minute remotely close to these animals, my heart broke as I
watched the footage of the hapless creatures perching on fallen trees, forlornly surveying
their once lush habitat. The tears most viewers shed, I suspect, are an expression of both
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their frustration at their inability to directly prevent any of this from occurring and their
simultaneous realization that there are likely at least ten items in their kitchen alone that
may as well be the product of this deforestation.
Anyone paying close attention to their regional environment, however, will likely
find a less visually repulsive but equally exploitative business venture plundering their
backyard. In Pennsylvania, it’s fracking. The tap water turns a cloudy yellow or dusty
brown depending on which chemicals prevail. Sometimes, the drinking water is
flammable due to the high levels of methane contaminating the water supply. Yet there
are billions of dollars to be made for the small price of cancerous lesions breaking out on
your forearms. In American nature writer Terry Tempest Williams’s most recent book,
Erosion: Essays of Undoing, she explores the efforts of private interests and their effect
on the land of which she has dedicated much of her life’s study.
The book imparts the same wisdom those of us devoted to the natural world come
back to time and again. Try as I might to find new answers to the question of “what to
do with all this grief” this text reminds readers to derive resolve from the inexhaustible
beauty of these places despite the endless affront from anthropocentricity. In particular,
I’m reminded of her interview with activist Tim DeChristopher in Erosion.
DeChristopher is best known for his activism in the abolition of the fossil fuel
industry. He is one of four founders of The Climate Disobedience Center, a group that
“exists to support a growing community of climate dissidents who take the risk of
action, grounded in love, commensurate with the scale and urgency of the crisis.”17 The
interview Williams conducted focused on an act of civil disobedience DeChristopher
committed in 2008 when he, while in attendance at a Bureau of Land Management sale
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of public lands, placed bids on land he had no intention of buying to disrupt the leasing
of Utah’s public lands to oil and gas companies. Even as he started bidding and winning
parcels, he knew he would likely go to prison, but this did not matter to the then twentyseven-year-old college student. It was, literally, the United States of America vs.
Timothy DeChristopher. Given the reality that so few activists are willing to subject
themselves to jailtime, DeChristopher confided in Williams his belief that the
environmental movement is weaker in America than in other parts of the world, saying:
Yeah, I also think that’s why we’re bad activists. That’s
why the climate movement is weaker in this country than in
the rest of the world. Because we have more stuff. We have
much higher levels of consumption, and that’s how people
have been oppressed in this country, through comfort.
We’ve been oppressed by consumerism. By believing that
we have so much to lose…our whole economic system
protects itself by making people dependent on it.18

When DeChristopher met Terry Root, one of the lead authors of the International
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) report, in 2008 at the Stegner Symposium at the
University of Utah, the gravity of ecological collapse finally resonated with him in a way
one might call liberating. In a perverse way, knowing that his future would look nothing
like his parents’ or his grandparents’ past, that a stable career and the ability to retire with
adequate life savings was far from guaranteed, he found it easier to fight back if “it was
all going to be lost anyway.”19 And yet, this discovery was also bleak and elicited the
same sense of deep grief Kingsnorth fixated upon. The difference, however, is how
DeChristopher chose to respond. He tells Williams he spent time “paralyzed” by a period
of mourning, describing a feeling of “grieving my own future, and the futures of
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everyone I care about,”20 to which she replies with one of the most profound exchanges
in the dialogue:
But I think what no one tells you is, if you go into that dark
place, you do come out the other side, you know? If you
can go into that darkest place, you can emerge with a sense
of empathy and empowerment…I remember someone
saying to me ‘Terry, you’re married to sorrow.’ And I said,
‘No, I’m not married to sorrow, I just refuse to look away.’

DeChristopher is still learning, like we all are, to negotiate the nuances of
accepting the implications of a world altered beyond recognition. For instance, he
places a premium on the humancentric urgency of mitigating climate change, a
misguided leading motivator correctly identified and deconstructed by Kingsnorth. In the
documentary made about DeChristopher’s act of civil disobedience, he makes a
cringeworthy remark near the beginning of the film, flippantly disclosing that,
…way too often it’s [the climate movement] framed as
being about the polar bears. There was a headline in The
Salt Lake Tribune a couple of weeks ago that said “Bidder
70: I Did It to Save the Planet.” I never said that and I
never would because it’s not about the planet, you know,
it’s about saving human lives.”21
The importance, ultimately, is that there is action instead of resignation. This
willingness to endure hardships in solidarity, to accept that suffering exists and should be
confronted with a sense of urgency, to work consistently against political systems which
would rather us retreat, these are the ethical requirements necessary to lead lives with
dignity and purpose as we descend further in uncertainty. In the vein French philosopher
Emanuel Levinas, let us embrace “the asymmetrical, nonreciprocal responsibility to and
for the other, responding directly to their concrete suffering.”22
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